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BEST-IN-CLASS MAXIMUM TOWING. YEP. THAT’LL WORK 


The first and only pickup with a high-strength, military-grade, aluminum-alloy body/// 
Up to 700 lbs. lighter so you can haul even more /// Best- In-Class Gas EPA-Estimated 
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You have to hand it 
to Marshawn Lynch: 
HeandtheSeahawks 
look like Super Bowl 
favorites again. 


NFL PREVIEW 2015 


FORWARD 


COLUMNS 


^7THE NFL PREVIEW ISSUE 

If you think you've got the answers, then we've 
got some guestions! 

^BREVIS, PARTY OF ONE 

□arrelle Revis can give 13^ million reasons he's 
a cunning negotiator. BY MINA KIMES 

62 CHEATING CONFIDENTIAL 

What NFL players really think about Deflategate, 
Tom Brady, the commish and cheap shots. 

6^ SUSPENDED REALITY 

Adrian Peterson has removed all the haters 
from his life, but he can no longer ignore a world 
of doubts. BY ELI SASLOW 


75 HERE'S THE CATCH 

We play coach and dream up plays for six top 
rookie wide receivers. BY FIELD YATES 


82 THE BEST TEAM $1^3,253,373 CAN BUY 

Former Bucs GM Mark Dominik consults our 
Insiders to create the ultimate 53-man roster. 


8^ THE MOST DANGEROUS MAN IN FOOTBALL 

Chris Borland retired in March but still wrestles 
with how his decision is impacting the sport 
he loves. BY STEVE FAINARU & MARK FAINARU-WADA 


102 TEAM REPORTS 2015 

Spoiler alert: Seattle will win the Super Bowl. But 
no worries, we forecast the other NFL teams too. 


13 ON THE ROAD AGAIN ... We join the Biloxi 
Shuckers on their nonstop 58-day, 5^-game, 
2,800-mile baseball tour. BY DAVID FLEMING 
30 ZOOM Inside Wilson's factories as they serve 
up 90,000 tennis balls Just for the U.S. Open. 

3^ TROJAN DARK HORSE USC QB Cody Kessler 
won't be underrated for long. BY CHANTEL JENNINGS 
38 DESERT SWARM Spend six days at the 
Marathon des Sables, a grueling 155-mile race 
across the Sahara Desert. BY MDRTY AIN 


lOTHE NUMBERS 

The stats are in! 
Serena Williams is 
not the greatest 
of all time— yet. 

BY PETER KEATING 

13^ THE TRUTH 

What George 
Washington and 
Eagles coach 
Chip Kelly have 
in common. 

BY HOWARD BRYANT 
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Grounded 

let 

Photographer Peter Hapak on 
shooting Darrelle Revis: "He was very 
grounded to earth, professional and 
easy to work with. He completely 
understood what I wanted from the 
session, and he was giving me a lot of 
trust. There were no limits. I wanted 
to play with the idea that there is 
this very talented football player in 
this space, and I kept thinking about 
forms, movement and color combina- 
tions and how can I translate a football 
player that I haven't seen before and 
show him from many angles. It was 
a very productive session. We created 
a kind of interesting imagery. It was a 
great experience just to explore and 
see him go through his movements." 
MORE ON PAGE ^8 


Hapak captures a picture worth 
70 million words over five years. 


Senior writer Mina Kimes on 
Revis’ unique likes 

"I didn't think of Darrelle as a 
fashionista, but he's a pretty styl- 
ish guy. He's opening a clothing 
store in Pittsburgh at some point 
called Showroom 2^, so he's in 
the market for clothes and 
accessories. While we were together in New York, 
we went to the Garment District to check out a 
collection. One of the things he liked was a long 
men's black shirt that went to the knees. They 
looked like pajamas to me, but I thought he must 
be a unique, comfortable person to be drawn to a 
shirt that looks like pajamas." more on page ^8 


Mark Fainaru-Wada on the day he 
and brother Steve met Chris Borland 

"Steve [near left] 

F and I first met 

' Chris the day he 

told us— and the 
world— he was 
retiring. It all 

happened in Steve's living room in Berkeley. It was 
surreal: Borland watched from the couch as news 
of his retirement exploded on ESPN and went viral. 
But that was just the beginning of his story. We 
trailed him for four months; what emerged is the 
story of a reluctant activist who might just be the 
most dangerous man in football." more on page 8^ 


Contributii^ writer Eli Saslow on 
Adrian Peterson’s hometown loyalty 

"Palestine, Texas, is 18,000 people 
and shrinking. They've lost a lot in 
the past few years, and Peterson 
has been very loyal to his town. He 
grew up there, he comes back 
every year, he has— depending on 
how you look at it— bought or earned this loyalty. 
The town can't afford to have him be another thing 
that diminishes. He's too big of a presence, and he's 
something to be proud of when so many things in 
this town didn't go in the right direction. And now 
that things are hard for him, their duty is to be as 
loyal to him as they possibly can." more on page 
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Breakout Players to Watch In the Premier League 

Who are the stars in the making this season? ESPN Insider Adrian Melville says these four footballers are future fan favorites. 


Jordon Ibe 

LIVERPOOL 
RIGHT MIDFIELD 

Ibe made 12 appearances 
for Liverpool last season, and 
he was versatile enough to 
play as either a wide 
midfielder or a wide forward. 
The 19-year-old also scored 
five goals for Derby County in 
the 201^-15 championship 
before being called up by 
Liverpool in January. He is 
expected to play a bigger role 
in Liverpool's attack with 
midfielder Raheem Sterling's 
departure to Manchester City. 


Gerard Deulof eu 

EVERTON 
RIGHT MIDFIELD 

□eulofeu, 21, led Sevilla with 
7.2 take-ons per 90 minutes, 
and in just 17 La Liga 
appearances, he ranked 
second on the team with five 
assists. His ability to dribble 
and pass along the right side 
of midfield should help 
Everton balance its attack as 
□eulofeu works opposite of 
left midfielder Kevin Mirallas. 

Last season Everton 
rankedjust 11th in Premier 
League scoring. 


lames Wilson 

MANCHESTER UNITED 
FDRWARD 

Wilson made 13 appearances 
in 201^-15, showing speed 
and anticipation while 
making guality runs off the 
ball when United attacked 
in transition. The fact that 
Wilson had a 50 percent 
rate of shots on target 
shows that the 19-year-old 
already has the instincts to 
create quality scoring 
opportunities for himself 
in and around the 
opponent's penalty area. 


JackGrealish 

ASTDN VILLA 
LEFT MIDFIELD 

Grealish, 19, became more of 
a force once Tim Sherwood 
became manager on Feb. 1^, 
improving his touches 
per 90 minutes from ^7.3 to 
55.9, suggesting he was 
trusted more in the attack. 
Grealish should see his 
role grow, as Aston Villa 
needs production after 
losing two top players; 

he led the team with 
1.6 completed crosses 
per 90 minutes. 


irisidEr 

THE DNLY PLACE FOR EXCLUSIVE 
ANALYSIS AND CONTENT FROM 
OUR EXPERTS-AND IT'S FREE FOR 
MAG SUBSCRIBERS. HERE'S HOW 
TO BECOME AN ESPN INSIDER! 

Turn back to the cover and 

find your account number 
on the mailing label of your 
ESPN The Magazine. It starts 
with ESN and is 10 digits long. 


Fire up the Internet and go to 

ESPN.com/in^free. Enter your 
account number and click 
"Activate your Insider account." 


Fill in the required fields to 

create an Insider member name 
and password. Click "Finish." 
Congrats! You're already smarter 
than the average fan. 
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Powerins Toward History Serena Williams is 
the most dominant women's tennis champion 
ever. But has she earned the title of GOAT? 


s 


erena Williams stands alone in many ways, including statistically. 

In fact, as she aims to become the first woman since 1988 to 
complete a calendar-year grand slam, my calculations show that 
Serena is the most dominant player in the history of women’s tennis. 

But she’s not the greatest of all time. Not yet anyway. 

We can measure dominance in any sport by comparing the distance between its 
No. 1- and No. 2-ranked athletes to the disparity between No. 2 and the rest of the field. 
For example, last year Nelson Cruz led the American League with 40 homers. The 
difference between Cruz and runner-up Chris Carter, who hit 37, equaled the difference 
between Carter and Edwin Encarnacion, who ranked seventh. In the ranks of raw power 
in 2014, there was Cruz, then a drop-off, then half a dozen men bunched behind him. 

When it comes to winning tennis matches in 2015, the gulf in WTA ranking points 
between Williams at No. 1 and Maria Sharapova at No. 2 equals the distance between 
Sharapova and the No. 138 player on the tour, Ons Jabeur of Tunisia. A few weeks ahead 
of the U.S. Open, beginning Aug. 31, Williams had 12,371 ranking points (which the WTA 
awards on a rolling 52-week basis, giving extra weight to major events), nearly double 
Sharapova’s total (6,386). Now, that’s a drop-off. 

Williams is 40-1 in matches this year and is the only player to rank in the WTA top 10 
in wins on clay, grass and hard courts. Just one previous player ever reached comparable 
dominance: Steffi Graf in 1993— and that was after a demented, knife-wielding fan 
disabled the previous No. 1, Monica Seles. 

And it doesn’t look like anyone will bridge the chasm between Williams and her closest 
competitors any time soon. Rivals who gave Williams serious trouble, such as Martina Hingis 
(against whom Williams went 7-6) and Justine Henin (8-6), have retired, and she has a 
career record of 46-6 against the five players currently ranked next highest in the world. 

Even more impressive, Williams’ current run is the third time she has worked her way to 
the top for an extended stretch, something critics of her commitment and her body thought 
impossible. Williams first hit No. 1 in 2002, but she missed a lot of action from 2004 to 
2006 because of injuries and emotional turmoil following the murder of her sister Yetunde, 
and she plunged all the way to No. 95 in the world rankings before mounting a comeback. 


She suffered a lacerated tendon in 2010 and a pulmonary embo- 
lism in 2011, dropping to No. 12 before launching her latest (and 
best) run. Compared with most players’ simple trajectory, Williams’ 
jagged path is a testimony to her persistence. 

When we compare the greatest players of all time, however, 

I believe those lost months matter— we need to value an athlete’s 
sustained excellence, not just her peak. Here’s a way to do just 
that: For each season, we can credit top players for the portion of 
the gap they fill between No. 20 and No. 1. For example, in 2014, 
Romanian Simona Halep had 6,292 WTA ranking points (No. 3 
overall), meaning she was 66 percent of the way from Spain’s 
Garbine Muguruza at No. 20 (2,043) to Williams at No. 1 (8,485). 
This gives Halep 0.66 “gap shares.” Add up Halep’s results from 
each season since she turned pro in 2008 and she has a career 
total of 1.0 gap shares, the equivalent of ranking No. 1 for one 
year. This method rewards the best players for both dominance 
and longevity and adjusts for changes in WTA scales over time. 

Among all players since computerized rankings began in 1976, 
Williams ranks fourth, with 9.8 career gap shares. She is one 
more great season away from catching Graf (10.8), who spent 
more weeks ranked No. 1 (377) than any player in history. But 
Chris Evert (12.0) and Martina Navratilova (15.0) are a bit 
further off. I think that’s fair: Navratilova had an incredible 
19 consecutive seasons during which she was one of the five best 
players on the planet; Evert had 14. 

Williams has been swinging a racket for 30 years, so whenever 
she chooses to move on, nobody should begrudge her decision. 
But with her on-court style of pinpoint aggression more effective 
than ever, here’s hoping she keeps playing long enough to become 
the unambiguous all-time No. 1. 
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On the Road Again — 

... and again and again and again. The Biloxi Shockers spent two months of the Southern League 
season everywhere but home. This is the epic story of their 5^-game, 2,800-mile odyssey. 

BY DAVID FLEMING 


Home at last! Outfielders Tyrone Taylor and Kyle Wren dance along to "YMCA" in their new ballpark. 


PHOTOGRAPH BY JOE AMON 
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Outfielder Josh 
Fellhauer studies the 
field in Birmingham, 
one of many moments 
of reflection on 
the road trip. 


Techno Thursday doesn’t drop for another two days, which 
means the packed crowd inside the casino bar tonight is 
here for only one reason: Biloxi’s first official event of the 
Shuckers’ inaugural season as the Double-A affiliate of the 
Milwaukee Brewers. But there’s a catch. Tonight’s event will 
serve as both a meet-and-greet and a bon voyage. 


After relocating from Huntsville, Alabama, at 
the end of last season, the team faced a string of 
political, financial and environmental snafus, 
all of which delayed the opening of the Shuckers’ 
new stadium. In fact, right now the ballpark is 
little more than a shell, with no seats or grass, and 
center field is submerged in swampy rainwater. 
The team played its first four games in Pensacola, 
Florida, going 3-1. And tomorrow morning, the 
Shuckers will pile into a 56-seat bus with a spotty 


entertainment system and a single airplane toilet 
and hit the highway for one of the most epic, 
grueling road trips in sports history: a nonstop 
58-day, 54-game, eight-city, 2,800-mile odyssey 
across the Deep South. 

After the one-two punch of Hurricane Katrina 
and the BP oil spill, the folks in Biloxi don’t need 
much prompting to throw a party. But before 
the Shuckers take off, the woman who has already 
designated herself Team Grandma has some 
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HOMES AWAY FROM HOME 

Over 58 days, the Biloxi Shuckers became all too familiar with 
fellow Southern League cities, stopping in eight of them and playing 
15 games in Huntsville alone, ^15 miles from home. 



important business to tend to. “I’m going to bake 
my famous banana bread and brownies for y’all 
she says to the players. “Just tell me when you’ll 
be home again so I know when to start baking.” 
The players just stand there in awkward called- 
third-strike silenee, staring at the casino’s 
mesmerizingly ugly carpet. 

At this point no one is sure when— or even 
if— the Shuckers will be back to enjoy a little 
home cooking. 


APRIL 15 TO APRIL 24 

BILOXI TO MOBILE TO JACKSONVILLE 

GAMES 5 TO m 

At 11:42 a.m., under threatening purple skies, 
the Shuckers’ bus lurches away from the massive 
nicotine-beige Beau Rivage, heading north on 
I-llO. The route takes the team under the casino’s 
electronic marquee that boasts the south’s 

PREMIERE ENTERTAINMENT RESORT while 
simultaneously promoting upcoming shows by 
Bret Michaels and Kenny G. On the elevated 
highway out of town, the bus passes within 50 feet 
of the stadium construction site. It’s a soggy, 
deserted mess. The players try not to look. 

Following the Shuckers’ team bus is a burgundy 
Kia minivan, loaded to the roof with kids and 
animal-print luggage, driven by manager Carlos 
Subero. “We’re looking at this as a test of charac- 
ter, an extreme test of what you’re made of as a 
man, a manager, a player and a team,” says 
Subero, who has spent 14 years in the minors. 
“The way I’d describe 55 straight road games in 
baseball terms is, we’re all about to face 55 straight 
Roger Clemens split-finger fastballs, so it’s gonna 
be nasty and probably pretty humbling.” Failure is 
as inherent to minor league baseball as bus trips 
and bad food, and the players who don’t learn to 
deal with it don’t tend to last. 

Outfielder Josh Fellhauer, 27, knows this truth 
better than most. Since leaving Cal State Fullerton 
in 2009, he has clicked on his phone after every 
game he’s played to read texts from his mom, 

Julie, back in Rancho Cucamonga, California. 

The messages— Come on Buhha! I can’t believe you 
swung at that pitch! Don’t forget: You are living 
your dream!— vodike even the most dreadful day 
at the plate evaporate. Even in early March, after 
Julie was diagnosed with acute lymphoblastic 
leukemia, the texts from Momma Felly didn’t stop. 

“My first thought was, ‘Cancer has no chance 
against my mom,”’ Josh says. 

At 52, Julie was still playing competitive soccer 


three nights a week and was the kind of warm, 
upbeat person who always needed extra seats 
at Thanksgiving dinner because nearly everyone 
she met seemed to become a family member, 
including Shuckers first-base slugger Nick 
Ramirez, a teammate of Josh’s at Cal State 
Fullerton. But shortly after the team arrives in 
Mobile for the first series of the road trip. Josh’s 
phone goes blank. After her first round of chemo, 
Julie developed ARDS (acute respiratory distress 
syndrome) and was placed in a medically induced 
coma. When Josh’s phone finally does light up, it’s 
6 a.m., and this time the messages are from his 
brother Justin. You need to come home. 

“I knew something was wrong, really, really 
wrong,” Josh would say later. 

It isn’t long before the rest of the team 
knows it too. On April 18 in Mobile, a game 
suspended by rain, the Shuckers get the news 
that Fellhauer, a well-liked veteran clubhouse 
leader, has been placed on the temporary 
inactive list by the Brewers so that he can fly 
home to be at his mother’s side. 


But on April 19, with Fellhauer’s No. 7 jersey 
hanging on the dugout wall, the players’ spirits 
lift when they see a group of a few dozen fans who 
have made the 55-mile drive east from Biloxi. 

In the eighth, infielder Yadiel Rivera homers 
down the left-field line, powering the Shuckers 
to a 6-2 win to complete the suspended game. 

The small group of fans goes berserk, and the 
Shuckers, like desert wanderers gifted with a brief 
rain shower, try to soak in every last second of 
the illusion of a home crowd. 

The only player on the Shuckers’ roster who 
has any real experience navigating the cruel, 
desolate landscape that lies ahead on this trip is 
veteran backup catcher Tyler LaTorre. At 32 and 
after nine years in the minors mentoring count- 
less major league pitchers, LaTorre has developed 
a calming, magnanimous, untouchable air about 
him, as if he’s wearing his catcher’s gear even 
when he’s not. With talented Shuckers catcher 
Adam Weisenburger getting the bulk of the work 
behind the plate, LaTorre rarely sees the field. But 
he’s still the first one to the park, the first one to 
dive while shagging fly balls during BP and the 
first one to blow a bubble nearly twice the size of 
his head in the dugout. “There have been a ton of 
players maybe more talented than me, but 
I was better at the mental part of the game,” he 
says. “That’s why I’m still playing and they’re 


FOR MORE PHOTOS AND VIDEO OF 
THE SHUCKERS' EPIC 5^-GAME ROAD 
TRIP, VISIT ESPN.COM 
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home working at a sales job, out of baseball.” 

That might have been the fate of the 2014 
World Series MVP, Giants lefty Madison 
Bumgarner, if not for LaTorre. In the summer of 
2009, Bumgarner was 19, fresh out of high sehool 
and struggling as a one-dimensional fastball 
piteher for the Giants’ Double-A affiliate, the 
Conneeticut Defenders. LaTorre was asked to help 
Bumgarner develop his secondary pitches, the 
same way the catcher had done for Tim Lincecum, 
Hunter Strickland and countless others. 
Bumgarner did indeed develop a changeup and a 
decent slider that summer (his curve would come 
later), but he was so intense and competitive on 
the mound that after giving up a few hits to the 
lowly Altoona Curve one day, he started shaking off 
his catcher and reverting back to the fastball on 
every pitch. LaTorre called timeout, tilted his mask 
back and walked to the mound with that invisible 
shield of his. “He’s got an intense bulldog mentality 
on the mound, and he thought he was failing,” 
recalls LaTorre. “I just explained, ‘Even though 
you’re getting hit, you’re getting better.’” 

Bumgarner relented and went back to working 
on his changeup. He was called up three months 
later. LaTorre pauses the story for a second and 
rubs his thick black beard. “Those are the things 
you remember,” he says. “That’s what you live for, 
but no one else ever sees.” 


APRIL 25 TO APRIL 29 

JACKSONVILLE TO PENSACOLA 

GAMES 15 TO 20 

A few hours before today’s series opener, the team’s 
pitchers are on the field throwing and running 
sprints, when out of nowhere the skies turn 
biblical. The clouds run black. The wind howls 
through the stadium like a train whistle. The rain 
hits in buckets. Dumbfounded Shuckers pitchers 
are told to evacuate and take immediate shelter in 
the visitors’ clubhouse. With the team huddled 
together in the tunnel, watching and thinking the 
same terrible thought— Hre we in a f—ing tornado 
right now?—\he entire left-field fence uproots, 
cracks in half and blows to the ground. “Craziest 
thing I’ve ever seen,” outfielder Kyle Wren says. 

The Shuckers hit the road 
as strangers but soon 
became family, giving one 
another haircuts and 
cheering Tyler Wagner in 
his first big league start. 
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Then, just as suddenly, it all stops, and the 
grounds erew patehes the fence. What felt like 
a tornado turns out to be just a 31-minute rain 
delay. Eventually, the players take the field but 
can’t help glancing over their shoulders toward 
left, searching for funnel clouds. 

The only Shucker who seems unaffected by the 
extreme weather— or anything, frankly— is 
shortstop Orlando Arcia, a 20 -year-old can’t-miss 
future MLB star. After the delay, he leads the 
Shuckers to a 4-3 win with a double and a homer. 
The second-youngest player in the Southern 
League, he’s already equipped with major league 
defensive skills. All he needs is a bit more power 
at the plate— like his mom, Lilibeth, a renowned 
softball slugger back home in Anaco, Venezuela. 
Confidence and charisma have never been an 
issue, though. Signed at 16, Arcia is the energetic, 
fearless locker room yin to the statesmanly yang 
of LaTorre, even if, as far as anyone can tell, his 
English to date mostly consists of two phrases: 
“You suck!” and “I’m Captain America, baby!” 

Two days later, with an 8-2 win in Pensacola, 
right-hander Tyler Wagner becomes the first 
pitcher in the Southern League to reach four 
wins. He doesn’t look long for Double-A, which 
is unsettling for the Shuckers. Sure, they’d hate to 
lose his arm and grind-it-out leadership. But the 
team would be even more devastated to lose 
Wagner’s PlayStation. 


APRIL 30 TO MAY 15 

PENSACOLA TO HUNTSVILLE TO PEARL TO JACKSON 

GAMES 21 TO 35 

When right-hander Jorge Lopez finds out he’s 
starting on May 10 in Pearl, Mississippi, he strolls 
down to the computer in the hotel lobby and 
Googles: How to concentrate better. Lopez, a 
native of Cayey, Puerto Rico, and the Brewers’ 
second-round pick in 2011, has struggled in his 
first few Double-A starts. These days his mind, 
sometimes even on the mound, is on his son, 
Mikael. Since his birth in 2013, Mikael has 
suffered from a mysterious, painful intestinal 
disorder that has required the use of a feeding 
tube. Despite numerous tests and long stays with 
specialists in Ohio, the word in May from Lopez’s 
wife, Karla, is that there still isn’t a definitive 
diagnosis. “I am scared for him,” Lopez says. 

On the morning of his start, Lopez kneels at the 
edge of his hotel bed, his elbows sinking into the 
soft white comforter. My son has a lot of sickness, 
hut he keeps fighting, so I will keep fighting. My son 


is tough, so I will he tough. My son won’t stop, so 
I won’t stop. Everything is gonna happen positive 
today, for him, for his mom and for me. 

“What I do now is I pray and I think about my 
son,” he says, “and then I put that to the side 
and go to work.” 

Soft-spoken and always smiling away from the 
park, Lopez flips a switch on the mound. Able to 
spot his fastball on both sides of the plate and 
armed with a low, indecipherable changeup and 
exquisite command of his curve, Lopez mows 
down 14 consecutive hitters and carries a no-hitter 
into the sixth inning. He even adds an RBI single 
in a 2-0 masterpiece (the third of seven straight 
wins for Lopez) that manager Subero proclaims 
is “as good of a pitching performance as you’ll 
see on this level.” 

Meanwhile, almost 2,000 miles to the west, in 
California, Josh Fellhauer can feel himself going 
numb as doctors inform his family: If anyone 
needs to see Julie or to say their goodbyes, “today’s 
probably the day.” Julie, though, has different 
plans. Still in a coma but off sedatives, she’s 
fighting. Her blood pressure stabilizes and an EEG 
comes back positive for brain function. For the first 
time in eight years, instead of being on the road at 
a baseball game. Josh is able to spend Mother’s 
Day with his mom. At home the next night, 
though, the Fellhauer men are making dinner 
when the hospital calls. She just coded, says the 
voice, you need to make your way down here. “I 
think she wanted to get to that day and then say, 

1 made it. I’m ready to go,”’ Josh says. Later that 
night, Julie dies. It has been less than 100 days 
since her diagnosis— a thought that leaves Josh 
unsure where the strength for his next breath will 
come from. “She was competitive, and she beat us 
all to heaven,” Josh says. “I try to think of it that 
way, and that helps, because honestly, I got nothing 
else to go to when I try to make sense of it all.” 

The Shuckers drop three of their last four to the 
Braves in Pearl and drag themselves back onto 
the bus. Half an hour into the 300-mile trek north 
on 1-55 to Jackson, Tennessee, Brent Suter, a 
Harvard kid, somehow convinces his teammates 
that there is only one possible antidote to their 
mini-slump: Pitch Perfect. A chorus member at 
Cincinnati’s Moeller High School, Suter tried out 
for Harvard’s prestigious a cappella group but 
didn’t make the final cut. So he decided instead 
to focus on how to pitch, perfect. “I say this in all 
seriousness,” says Chris Harris, the team’s media 
relations director, radio play-by-play man, website 
manager and occasional grounds crew assistant. 
“Brent Suter has the legitimate voice of an angel.” 


"WE ALL 
STARnD 
TO REALIZE 
THIS TRIP 
WASN’T A 
NIGHTMARE 
RUT A 
ONCE-IN- 
A-LIFETIME 
THING 

HAPPENING.” 

PITCHER BRENT SUTER 
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There is some grumbling resistanee to the 
movie suggestion at first. But slowly, quietly, up 
and down the bus, teammates unburden them- 
selves of their secret admiration for the Barden 
Bellas and the Treblemakers. “We have guys of all 
ages, at all different points of their careers, from 
all different kinds of backgrounds and from all 
over the world,” Suter says later. “Yet everyone 
realized they genuinely like each other, and 
maybe it was at that moment that we all started 
to realize this trip wasn’t a disaster or a night- 
mare but a once-in-a-lifetime thing happening.” 

Still, some disasters can’t be avoided. Most 
minor league clubhouses fall into a narrow range 
when it comes to quality and comfort. The best 
ones are a step or two below a high school locker 
room. The bad ones are a step or two above a serial 
killer’s lair. Take the clubhouse in Jackson. It’s 
painted cinder block, with coffin-low ceilings and 
no windows. It’s steamy from poor ventilation and 
a permanently moist, thin layer of cheap carpet— it 
might have been green once, but it’s impossible to 
be sure— laid over concrete that oozes and bubbles 
around your feet as you walk. It smells of mold, 
urinal cakes, rust and feet. Everything, from the 
hair gel to the coffeemaker to the towels, is 
mismatched, generic, gently used or held together 
with athletic tape. The showerheads are rusty, and 
the urinals stagnate to the point of coagulation. The 
more time you spend living and breathing inside 
spaces like these, the more your vision squeezes, 
narrows and stretches, as if looking at your 
baseball dreams getting farther and farther away 
through the wrong end of a pair of binoculars. 

On the lower left-hand side of the doorway to 
the visitors’ clubhouse entrance is a mysterious 
indentation about the size of a serving platter; at 
first glance it looks like the work of an industrious 
woodpecker. For several minutes, a group of 
baseball neophytes stand and stare at the strange 
marking, trying to come up with a hypothesis. 
And then Nick Ramirez leans out of the doorway 
and, with his right hand, slams his dirty cleats 
against the wall and into the indentation. 

At 7:08 p.m., just a few moments before they 
take the field, most of the Shuckers are singing 
along to “Everything Is Awesome,” which is 
playing on the stadium speakers. 

Another feature of the Ballpark at Jackson: a 
popular smoking section located down the 
right-field line, right above the visitors’ bullpen 
and just below a kids play area. When the wind 
blows east toward the outfield, as it does tonight, 
it feels a bit like warming up in a cigar bar. To 
avoid the smoke, the Shuckers’ staff retreats to 


the far, deep corner of the bullpen, just under the 
foul pole sponsored by the local Harley-Davidson 
dealership. There, before too long, Austin Ross 
and Suter are begging reliever Jaye Chapman for 
a little story time from the bigs. 

It’s a delicate request and a test of just how 
much the 24/7 close confines of the road trip have 
accelerated the friendships and trust among 
players who were strangers just 20 days ago. To 
some, talking about the dream of a call-up is like 
speaking about a no-hitter in progress— you just 
don’t do it. What’s more. Chapman, a mature, 
approachable Florida native with Thor-like 
shoulder-length blond hair, doesn’t want to be 
seen as bragging or, worse, endlessly reliving his 
29 major league glory days at every turn. But 
when he looks around at his eager younger 
teammates huddled together on folding chairs, 
trying to escape the smoke and, at the same time, 
hold on to a dream just as ephemeral, he relents. 

“So I’m in the Nationals’ bullpen,” Chapman 
begins. “I look down at my shoes, and I am so 
scared and freaking out ...” 

Armed with a fastball in the low 90s and a 
split-finger changeup. Chapman was called up by 
the Cubs on Sept. 4, 2012, while the team was in 
Washington, D.C. Expecting a day or two to 
acclimate. Chapman hadn’t bothered to tie his 
cleats when the bullpen phone rang. Panicked, he 
hurried to the rubber and started throwing, his 
laces still loose. His feet and his pitches slip- 
sliding all over the place. Chapman was living 
out a pitcher’s version of the show-up-to-school- 
graduation-in-your-PJ s nightmare. 

Nearly two weeks later, he was on the mound at 
Wrigley freakin’ Field. After the Cubs’ Anthony 
Rizzo hit a grand slam in the sixth to put Chicago 
up 10-9 against the Pirates, Chapman was tapped 
for relief duty. He allowed a triple to Starling 
Marte and struck out Andrew McCutchen, then 
got out of the inning with what might have been 
the last legal execution of the third-to-first pickoff 
move outlawed by major league baseball a few 
months later. The Cubs went on to win 13-9. “The 
crowd at Wrigley went absolutely crazy,” he tells 
his teammates. “It was so cool.” 

At spring training the next season, a pair of 
sore hips and decreased velocity sent Chapman to 
the team’s doctor, who discovered that he had a 
genetic bone-growth condition called femoroac- 
etabular impingement in both hips. So he had 
both hips repaired, sat out the entire 2013 season 
and has been steadily working his way “back from 
the dead” and into major league form ever since. 

Right now, though, it doesn’t look like anyone on 
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the Shuckers will beat Arcia to the big leagues. The 
left-field fence in the ballpark in Jackson is 25 feet 
high, and Arcia, the shortstop, all of 165 pounds, 
clears it by 20 feet with a blast in the seventh to 
extend his hitting streak to seven games. A 
moment later, the skies open and the game is 
called. “Eat. Shower. Pack. Let’s go,” Subero says. 

At 10:51 p.m., the Shuckers’ bus merges onto 
1-40 East. The first sign says nashville 121 miles. 
As FedEx trucks and horse trailers roar past on 
the left at 65 mph, blasts of lightning flashbulb 
on the horizon, showing the outline of huge 
thunderclouds. The Shuckers are headed right for 
it. Just a few minutes into the trip, the fuse on the 
TV screen blows. Then the outlets fry too. 
Without a movie or the ability to charge their 
cellphones, players sleep, watch their teammates 
play hockey video games or stare out the window, 
counting roadkill. At 1:37 (two dead deer, one 
possum), they pass the sweet home Alabama sign. 
At 1:54 (six dead deer, one possum, one skunk, 
one unconfirmed porcupine), they pass 
a rest stop featuring a full 363-foot Saturn V 
rocket. They are not hallucinating. The rocket 
commemorates Huntsville’s contribution to the 
space industry and is proof that they are about to 
go where few teams have ever gone before: back 
to the city they abandoned. 


MAY 16 TO MAY 31 

JACKSON TO HUNTSVILLE TO CHATTANOOGA 

GAMES 36 TO ^9 

At 2:19 a.m., the bus swings around the exit ramp 
in Huntsville, where the Shuckers will play the 
Jacksonville Suns. At this point, the Shuckers have 
logged 2,122 miles on the road. As they pull into 
the parking lot of a SpringHill Suites, it’s dark, 
drizzly and deserted; the only living creature 
awake to greet them is a groundhog waddling 
across a nearby grassy median. 

Less than a year ago, this same team gleefully 
bolted Huntsville to become the Biloxi Shuckers, 
so there’s little shock over the town’s cold shoulder. 
Attendance for the second game of a doubleheader 
on May 18 is announced as 116, but the players 
swear the crowds are actually about one-tenth of 
that. The stadium here has been empty for a year 
but neglected and run-down for much longer. 
Before the first Jacksonville game, goats from the 
county fair next door are grazing on the over- 
grown grass that has sprouted through the cracks 
of the parking lot. 

Thirty-five games into the scheduled 55-game 


tour, Subero senses for the first time that the dead 
atmosphere and animosity in Huntsville, as well 
as the wear and tear of the road trip, are starting 
to get to his players. The next day, he dials back 
the intensity of the Shuckers’ pregame work, 
giving the team more time away from the park. 
Instead of sprints, the pitchers are allowed to play 
Frisbee in the outfield and run football pass 
patterns for their mandatory conditioning. “Send 
this film to Calvin Johnson!” left-handed pitcher 
Mike Strong yells after catching a TD all the way 
at the center-field warning track. 

The team instantly responds, winning 10 of its 
next 14. With a 214-game lead in the Southern 
League South standings, the Shuckers head toward 
Chattanooga, relieved to have Huntsville in their 
rearview mirror once and for all. 

Or so they think. 

Sometimes, there is crying in baseball. 

Before the team takes the field in Chattanooga 
on May 28, Subero gathers up players in the 
visitors’ clubhouse for a series of announcements. 
The first one, he knows, could spark a mutiny. 
Word from Biloxi is that newly elected mayor 
Andrew “FoFo” Gilich has announced that the 
stadium will not, in fact, be ready on June 6. 
(Gilich replaced six-time mayor A. J. Holloway, 
the 76-year-old former Ole Miss football star, who 
resigned in March a few months after entering 
alcohol rehab.) It gets worse. One of the possible 
contingency plans is for the team to return to 
Alabama and play inside the crumbling, empty 
former stadium in Huntsville again. 

The players’ body language nose-dives into 
a collection of bowed heads and angry faces. 
Equipment that just yesterday was being placed 
in lockers is now being thrown. But in a masterful 
stroke of timing, Subero says he has one more 
announcement. 

“I’ve never had a Double-A call-up go straight to 


Some family members 
came along for the ride, 
including manager 
Carlos Subero's son. 


the bigs,” he says, as the room goes still. “But this 
pitcher will be starting on Sunday in Milwaukee.” 
At that moment, as many as five Shuckers pitchers 
might be thinking, ‘Oh my god, it’s me. I’m going 
to the bigs.’ The staff has been that good. But none 
has been more dominant than Tyler Wagner, 24, 
who has begun to remind LaTorre of Bumgarner 
after going 5-1 with a 2.01 ERA in his first nine 
starts. When Subero says, “... and congratulations, 
Tyler Wagner,” something amazing happens. The 
room explodes in celebration, and 100 percent of 
the team mobs Wagner, whose blond beard is 
soaked in tears. There is no jealousy or envy visible 
here. The Shuckers have been saying the trip has 
turned them into a baseball brotherhood. This 
moment seems to prove it. 

As soon as he can, Wagner finds a quiet corner 
near the clubhouse to FaceTime his mom. 

“Whatcha doing on Sunday?” he asks her. 

“Oh, I don’t know, church and probably some 
gardening,” she replies. 

“Well, you better get a plane ticket to 
Milwaukee, because I’m starting on Sunday for 
the Brewers.” 

Now it’s her turn to cry. 

The Brewers fly Wagner north the next day. 
First, he stops by a mall to buy some dress slacks 
and enough button-down shirts to last at least a 
week. Wagner takes the mound on Sunday in 
front of family, friends and 32,000 other Brewers 
fans. But with his Shuckers teammates watching 
on a small TV back in Tennessee, Wagner lasts 
less than four innings, allowing five runs on nine 
hits— a heartbreaking debut. 
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Afterward, Wagner is savoring some perfectly 
prepared filet mignon in the Brewers’ clubhouse 
when manager Craig Counsell asks to see him. 
Because the game went 17 innings, the Brewers 
have already used their starter for tomorrow’s 
game and are now in need of both a fresh arm 
and a roster spot to place it in. Wagner is back 
down in the sticks with the Shuckers on Monday 
with several unwrapped dress shirts. “Emotional- 
wise, it was a pretty tough 24 hours to deal with. 
I’m not gonna lie,” he says. 

The Shuckers finish their series in Chattanooga 
with an 11-8 win, powered by a home run, triple 
and four RBIs from outfielder Michael Reed, who 
will eventually be recognized as the Brewers’ 
minor league player of the month. 

“We’re playing so well right now, I hope they 
delay the stadium construction even longer,” 
whispers Shuckers hitting coach Sandy Guerrero. 
No one wants to admit it, but from a develop- 
mental standpoint, Guerrero is exactly right— the 
road trip has been hugely beneficial. For players 
like Texas native Reed, 22, being forced to 
concentrate on baseball 24/7 has been a big help. 
“This trip has definitely given me the time to 
figure out for myself what type of player I am and 
want to be,” Reed says. 

Just as the benefits of this monster road trip 
are becoming clear to the team, the biggest news 
of the season trickles into the clubhouse and 
then spreads like wildfire: An eleventh-hour deal 
has been struck between the team and the town 
over additional stadium construction costs. The 
June 6 debut in Biloxi is back on. Instead of five 
more weeks on the road, the Shuckers will be 
sleeping in their own beds in just five days— as 
soon as they can get them out of storage, that is. 


JUNE 1 TO JUNE 5 

HUNTSVILLE TO BIRMINGHAM 

GAMES 50 TO 5^ 

Tonight is Fellhauer’s first game back in the 
Shuckers’ lineup. Standing at attention near third 
base, about 10 seconds into the national anthem, 
right around dawn’s early light, Fellhauer’s eyes 
fill with tears. After the song, he turns to infielder 
Taylor Green and says, “Man, I almost lost it 
right there. ... I don’t even know what to think or 
do right now.” 

The first church the Fellhauers looked into for 
Julie’s funeral service had only 300 seats, and 
they all knew right away: not big enough. So they 
moved the service to a larger chapel, where the 


priest told Josh and Justin it was perfectly OK if 
they weren’t up to speaking during the funeral. 
“But I could just hear my mom’s voice so clearly,” 
Josh says. “She was like, ‘Uh, you both better get 
up and say something. It doesn’t have to be great 
or long, but get back up, get back moving— do 
something.’” It was right then, at the funeral, that 
Josh knew how best to honor his mom. “The only 
thing on my mind was doing what she would 
want, what she would tell me to do,” he says. “And 
it was: ‘Don’t you dare sit there and do nothing 
because of me. Get back up, get back to Biloxi and 
start playing baseball again.’” 

But by the third inning in Huntsville, he’s more 
exhausted than he has ever been. He goes O-for-3. 

Two nights later, Fellhauer adds a new wrinkle 
in the box. Before digging in, with his hands near 
his heart, clasped together in prayer but still 
wrapped around the bat handle, he pauses for a 
moment and tilts his face to the sky. “Thinking of 
her, knowing she’s watching and that she never 
misses a game now, it helps me relax in there,” 
he says. In the second inning, he completes the 
ritual again and singles to right, bringing in two 
runners, and the Shuckers go on to win 6-3. 

A few hours before the final game of the trip, 
Subero is taking on all challengers on a pingpong 
table wedged sideways into the hallway just down 
from the team’s dugout. “Canada! Puerto Rico! 
Venezuela! I am working my way across the 
globe!” he shouts, referring to the different 
nationalities of his pingpong victims. The team 
is 32-21 with a 234-game lead in the Southern 
League South standings. Everyone is loose 
and happy and practically floating across the 
infield, especially Arcia, who dances his way 
around the cage while hitting five homers into 
the left-field seats during BP. Closer to game time, 
Subero opens his final speech of the journey by 
holding up a single finger. “Guys, it’s been a 
long, long trip,” he tells his players, “but you have 
one day left, one, and I just want you to know 
how proud I am and how proud you should be for 
what you’ve done with this trip. Someday, all of 
our careers in baseball will be over, but what 
you did the last 55 games— the memories, the 
relationships, the camaraderie, the support— that 
will last you forever.” 

A few moments later in his office, away from 
the players, Subero adds: “I don’t want to ever do 
something like this again. But it really was a good 
test for all of us. I said this was going to be like a 
Roger Clemens split-finger fastball, but they 
ended up making it more like a hanging slider. 
They crushed it out of the park.” 


In the Shuckers' first 
game in their new 
stadium, Brent Suter 
scores on a walk-off hit 
in the l^th inning. 

But in what will become a recurring theme 
over the next 24 hours, the baseball gods seem 
intent on keeping the Shuckers on the road for 
as long as possible: In the last game of the trip, 
the Shuckers and Barons head into extra innings. 
On the team’s radio network, Harris uses the 
bonus time for a poignant history lesson on 
Regions Field. A baseball stadium built on this 
side of town won’t help revitalize a thing, people 
said. No one will come to this place just to watch 
minor league baseball. And now, three years later, 
the Barons have just welcomed their 1 millionth 
fan while construction cranes dot the landscape 
beyond the left-field fence. 

Could the same thing happen in Biloxi? You 
never know. Moments later, Kyle Wren, 0 for 
his last 9 in Birmingham, hits a liner to center 
to put Biloxi ahead in the 10th inning. When 
the Shuckers hold in the bottom of the 10th, 
Harris exhales into his mic, “... and the road trip 
comes to an end.” 


JUNE 5 TO JUNE 7 

BIRMINGHAM TO BILOXI 

END OF THE ROAD 

The little green digital clock above the bus driver’s 
head reads 11:05 as the Shuckers circle the 
stadium and then head west on 1-20. Two hours 
later, after crossing into Mississippi, the bus 
makes a quick pit stop at a Love’s gas station. 

The players climb down off the bus and do that 
stiff-back waddle across the parking lot. 

Half the Shuckers head for the bathroom. The 
other half head for Arby’s. 

At 2:50 a.m., they fly past Camp Shelby, near 
Hattiesburg, in the pitch-black dead of night, 
having gone 18 minutes without seeing another 
car on either side of the road. At 3:11, they 
pass the Dizzy Dean rest stop on 1-49. Closing 
in on 4 a.m., the bus cruises toward the Gulf, 
past MGM Park, lit up like a lighthouse and full 
of workers and construction activity. The bus 
driver goes to the wrong entrance of the Beau 
Rivage, but a minute later, after two more right 
turns, he brings the vehicle to a halt outside 
the hotel’s front door. 

The brakes exhale. The door swings open. 
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At 3:49 a.m., after 58 days, 54 games and 
2,800 miles, the Shuckers are home. 

The next afternoon, led by the Black Water 
Brass Band, featuring a bearded sax player 
sporting daisy dukes, hundreds of locals escort 
the team down Vieux Marche to the steps of the 
nearly opened MGM Park. The players scale what 
they think are the final steps of their journey ... 
only to discover that the stadium gates are locked. 
Wren pushes his face through the blue metal 
grates and shouts, “Come on, let us in!” No luck. 
The Shuckers backtrack down a ramp, through 
the crowd they just left and around to an 
unlocked side entrance. 

“Awkward,” Suter says to the crowd, with 
a shrug. 


An hour before BP, a construction worker in an 
Atlanta Braves hat hammers down the last pieces 
of the Shuckers’ dugout floor. 

Biloxi wins its opener 5-4 over the BayBears 
with a walk-off single in the 14th inning that 
scores pinch-runner Suter, who is so excited when 
he rounds third that he runs behind Subero in 
the coach’s box. The next night, after the second 
home game in team history, Fellhauer walks to 
the Beau Rivage in the cool, quiet darkness. The 
crowd barricades from yesterday’s festivities still 
line the streets, and he uses them occasionally to 
brace himself when the memories of his mom 
make him pause in his tracks. The hardest part of 
his day begins now, when the baseball ends and 
he finds himself alone, staring at his phone. 


waiting for the postgame text messages from 
Momma Felly he knows will never come. 

Later in the evening, at least, he’ll be with 
his teammates, watching the NBA Finals. It’s 
hard to fathom, perhaps, but after two straight 
months on the road together, when they finally 
have the freedom and opportunity to go their 
separate ways, the Shuckers do the exact oppo- 
site. “Baseball is more important than ever to me 
now,” Fellhauer says. “After what we’ve been 
through these past few months, these guys aren’t 
teammates anymore— they’re brothers.” 

With that, Fellhauer says good night, takes a 
deep breath as if to brace himself and walks away. 

One epic road trip has come to a successful end. 
Another, far tougher, journey is just beginning. □ 
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Average number of tennis balls 
made daily at Wilson's factories. 



Number of production steps for 
each ball from start to finish. 


400°F 

Temperature at which the logo 
is applied to each ball by a 
stamping machine. 


It's hard to please the country 
club set, much less Roger Federer 
and Andy Murray, who griped 
about the Penn balls at this year s 
BNP Paribas Open. Wilson hopes 
to avoid a similar fault when it 
provides 98,000 balls to the 
U.S. Open [different events use 
different brands], which runs from 
Aug. 31 to Sept. 13. In factories 
near Bangkok, each ball travels 
an eight-hour production line 
three months before the Open, 
from the rubber mill [top left 
photo], where the core Is crushed, 
to a cement mixer [middle row, 
left] that coats 336 cores at once. 
Labeling and canning [bottom 
right photos] are the final steps. 
And that fresh tennis ball scent? 
Some secrets remain sacred. 
-ANNA KATHERINE CLEMMONS 
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Trojan 

Daflc 

Horse 

use’s Cody Kessler is the 
nation’s most underrated 
QB— but if he comes up 
clutch this year, he won’t 
be overlooked for long. 

BY CHANTEL JENNINGS 


Not that anyone noticed, but quarterback 
Cody Kessler made history a year ago. He 
set use single-season records for comple- 
tions (315), completion rate (69.7) and 
interception rate (1.11) and tied the marks 
for touchdown passes (39) and 300-yard 
passing games (seven) in a season. 

Stellar stats, made even more impressive 
considering the 9-4 Trojans suited up as 
few as 48 scholarship players because of 
NCAA sanctions and played in the Pac-12 
South, which put five of its six teams in the 
final AP poll, more than any other division. 

So how is it that a quarterback with 
roughly half a team can surpass the school 
records of two Heisman winners (Carson 
Palmer and Matt Leinart) and a top-five 
pick (Mark Sanchez) and not receive more 
recognition than an All-Pac-12 honorable 
mention (one of six handed out to QBs by 



ARM IN ARM 


PASSING TOTALS IN 201<l 


WHEN PASSING UNDER DURESS IN 2014 


STANDARDIZED C0MP% 


A four-loss QB rarely 
makes the Heisman 
short list. But compare 
Kessler's 2014 passing 
stats with those of 
winner Marcus Mariota 
and his case for the 
trophy was nothing short 
of impressive. 


KESSLER 

POWERS 

RANK 

C0MP% 

69.7% 

1st 

COMP 

315 

4th 

TD-INT 

39-5 

2nd 
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MARIOTA 

POWERS 

RANK 


KESSLER 

MARIOTA 

68.3% 

3rd 

C0MP% 

51.3% 

44.4% 

304 

7th 

YPA 

7.7 

6.1 

42-4 

1st 

TO-INT 

4-2 

2-1 


H.7% 

Kessler had a Power 5-best 
7^.7 percent standardized completion 
rate, which factors in pass distance 
and eliminates drops and throwaways. 

All stats courtesy Sharon Katz, ESPN Stats & Information. 
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Innovation 
that excites 


ALPHA DOG 


With 300 hp and Sport mode, the new 201 6 Nissan.Maxima' blows past 
the competition. That's a feeling you can get used to. Ask Herschel Walker. 
Get to know the Heisman winners and vote at Nts 5 anHeisrTianH 0 use.com. 
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the conference)? For the love of Traveler! 
Kessler wasn’t even one of 16 semifinalists 
for the 2014 Davey O’Brien Award. 

“Cody had a tremendous year, argu- 
ably one of the best in USC history,” 
second-year coach Steve Sarkisian says. 
“But there were a couple of times when 
he wasn’t at his best at the most critical 
moment. We lost twice [Arizona State 
and at Utah] on the last play, and if we 
win those, we are playing for a Pac-12 
championship.” 

With late leads against the Sun Devils 
and the Utes, Kessler and the Trojans 
were unable to sustain clock-killing 
drives. In USC’s four losses, Kessler threw 
just seven touchdowns and two picks, 
compared with 32 TDs and only 3 INTs 
in the nine wins. “That’s something we 
practiced this spring,” Sarkisian says, 
“those critical moments, putting him and 
our team in those scenarios.” 


Even with a lack of depth, Kessler still 
led an up-tempo attack, ticking off 76 
plays per game (No. 32 in the FBS) and 
posting a stellar 26-1 TD-to-INT ratio in 
the red zone (No. 2 in the FBS). So if he 
can simply sharpen his game manage- 
ment, he might finally get the national 
respect he already has out West. “I’ve 
heard a lot of coordinators in other 
conferences bag on him,” says one Pac-12 
D -coordinator. “They don’t understand 
his talents, because the guy is really good.” 

Kessler won’t lack critics— or critical 
moments— in his senior season; expecta- 
tions are high despite a schedule that 
ranks fourth toughest in the nation, 
according to ESPN’s Football Power 
Index. Not only will the Trojans face a 
South slate that includes three teams in 
the preseason coaches’ poll (UCLA, ASU, 
Arizona), but Kessler will draw Stanford 
and Oregon out of the North for the first 


time as a starter. Oh, and there is that 
Oct. 17 trip to Notre Dame. Kessler’s 2015 
gauntlet is similar to the one USC faced 
in 2012, the last time the Trojans were 
favored to win the Pac-12. Instead, they 
went 7-6, and Heisman front-runner 
Matt Barkley threw a career-high 15 picks. 
But with Kessler’s entire O-line returning, 
highlight-reel receivers JuJu Smith- 
Schuster and Adoree’ Jackson (eight TD 
catches, 13.5 yards per catch combined) 
running deep and the Trojans finally close 
to full strength with 74 scholarship 
players, anything less than a Pac-12 title 
will be viewed as a letdown for a program 
that hasn’t won it in six seasons. 

“People can say whatever they want,” 
Kessler says of the hype. “Negative, 
positive, whatever. I couldn’t care less what 
the media says. This is my team. Whatever 
my team thinks ... that’s all I care about.” 

Straight from the dark horse’s mouth. 
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DON'T SLEEP ON THEM EITHER 

If not for a sub-. 500 record and a late injury, Pitt RB James Conner and 
Okiahoma WR Steriing Shepard wouid've been in the thick of the trophy 
hunts. This year Conner is one of 15 Pitt starters back, whiie Shepard shouid 
shine with a ciean biii of heaith. -SHARON KATZ, ESPN STATS & INFORMATION 


RB lames Coniiei’ 


WR Sterling Shepard 


MOST DEFENDERS DRAWN 
INBOX LAST YEAR AMONG 
YPC RETURNING POWER 5 RBs* 


JONHILLIMAN 

BOSTON COLLEGE 

JAMES CONNER 

PITTSBURGH 


CATCHES OF 
30+ YARDS THROUGH 
WEEK 8 LAST SEASON 

II 

Shepard gained 
nearly half of OU's 
receiving yards 
[911] with an 
FBS-best 11 catches 
of 30-plus yards 
over seven games. 
But he hurt his groin 
on a ^6-yard catch 
vs. Iowa State on 
Nov. 1 and missed 
most of OU's final 
four games. 


LEONARD FOURNETTE 

LSU 


RUSHES OF 
10+ YARDS 


Once a lightly recruited DE, Conner 
[6-2, 2^0] bulled to an ACC-record 
26 rushing TDs in '1^. Even against 
stacked boxes, he had 51 carries of 
10-plus yards [No. 3 in the Power 5] 
and ran away with ACC POY. 
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Desert Swarm 

For 30 years, the Marathon des Sables has staked a claim as 
the toughest footrace on earth: six days, 155 miles across the 
perilous Sahara Desert in Morocco. But for the 1,360 brave 
souls who set off in April, it was an otherworldly experience. 
“It’s like Tour de France on another planet,” says American 
Meghan Hicks, the 2013 women’s winner. “That makes this 
race sound weird— it is weird. But it’s awesome!” Ready, set ... 

PHOTOGRAPHS BY BENEOICT EVANS 

REPORTING BY MORTY AIN 
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GO THE DISTANCE Outside of 
camaraderie, there is little aid offered 
to racers. There are no showers and 
no change of clothes; only bare 
necessities are provided: a shade 
tent, water rations and emergency 
medical care. The ultramarathoners 
must trek the boulders, salt flats, 
sand dunes and mountains of the 
Sahara while carrying all of their food 
and supplies. "You can't possibly 
carry enough calories," Hicks says. 
"You're probably carrying half of the 
calories that you expend." Conditions 
are brutal around the clock. As 
Vincent Houstin of France and Vincent 
Siringo of Belgium finished the race's 
57-mile stage [far left, middle], 
sandstorms made visibility impossible 
beyond the five feet illuminated by 
their headlamps. In daylight, 
110-degree sand mixed with sweat is 
an ideal breeding ground for blisters. 
After the Netherlands' Duco Johannes 
Van Lanschot and Spain's Marc 
Siques Llagostera collapsed at the 
end of a stage [near left], they 
grabbed their water rations before 
having their blisters opened with 
razor blades and disinfected 
with iodine. "There's some horrific 
stuff out there," Hicks says. 
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GIMME SHELTER Berber-style tents greet the racers 
after each of the six stages and are generally grouped 
by nationality. Flags representing the almost 50 home 
countries of the participants line the village. A team 
from the more than ^50 volunteers breaks down the 
village each morning and reconstructs it at the next 
stage s finish line. The felt-and-stick makeshift homes 
sleep eight racers and have proved conducive to 
building lifelong friendships. "You make it to the finish 
because of the support of your tent mates and the 
support of other people in the race," Hicks says. Of 
the 1,360 racers, only 77 didn't see it through. 
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DANGEROUS GROUNDS If runners are lucky, the worst trauma they deal with all week is bandaged and blistered feet. The effects of dehydration are much 
more hazardous and have proved fatal for previous Sables ultramarathoners. While there was no such tragedy this year, one unidentified runner [top] 
required an IV after an EKG exam. Such measures come at a cost: An IV results in a one-hour time penalty, and three IVs necessitates disqualification. 
Before heading off to sleep, one runner [above right] enjoyed a rehydrated hot meal, prepared from supplies he had carried all week and water from his 
rations. The race, which supports several charities and primarily focuses its efforts on education in southern Morocco, was won by Moroccan runner 
Rachid El Morabity in 20 hours, 21 minutes and 39 seconds. But this is one event in which the runners earned their participation medals. 
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SOMEWHERE ALONG THE WAY to Super Bowl 50, football got seriously confusing. Tom Brady used to be a charmed golden 
child guilty of, at worst, being too pretty. Now? Cheater! (See what players think on page 62.) Is $70 million Jets corner 
Darrelle Revis a savvy negotiator sticking it to the man or an overly self-righteous hired gun (page 48)? Can we root for 
Adrian Peterson’s on-field brilliance even though in his world nobody thinks he did anything wrong (page 64)? And what 
to make of Chris Borland, who retired because he feared football would destroy him yet still struggles to reconcile the good 
and ill of the sport (page 84)? For some fans, the answers to these questions are easy; for others, they are impossible. But 
at least when the Pats and Steelers kick off on Sept. 10, one thing is certain: No fan will have trouble picking a side. 
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Even more 
impressive 
than Revis' 
eye-popping 
$70 million deal 
is the $39 million 
guaranteed. 
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What makes 
cornerback 
Darrelle Revis 
the sawiest 
negotiator in 
the NFL? 
Singular t^ent 
he^s. But just 
as important is 
his fearlessness 
in standing 
alone. 










THEREAREGERTAINATHLEnS 

who exude celebrity; it trails them like a cloud of perfume, intoxicating everyone in their path. 

Darrelle Revis is not one of those athletes. As we walk through New York s SoHo neighbor- 
hood, passing an outdoor basketball court, none of the kids shooting hoops notices the All-Pro 
cornerback, who recently re-signed with the Jets. He's anonymous in gray sweats. 
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I’M STANDING UP FOR 
WHAT I THINK IS 
R GHT. I’M A WALKING 
R LLRRARD FRR FAIRNESS. 


DARRELLEREVIS 


(It should be noted that they’re unusu- 
ally soft and luxurious sweats, the kind 
of sweats that probably cost more than 
most people’s dress pants.) Out of 
uniform, Revis, 30, looks surprisingly 
average, like a genial uncle who happens 
to work out a lot. 

We duck into his favorite Japanese 
restaurant and sit in the front. A young 
couple walk by on the sidewalk and pause 
by the window. They lean in, and I brace 
for something— a wave or a photograph— 
but nothing happens. Turns out they were 
just looking for a menu. 

Revis doesn’t notice. He orders a bottle 
of sake, which he insists we split. “Do you 
like eel?” he asks. “Ugh.” He pokes his 
finger in his mouth and pretends to gag, 
then grins, teeth gleaming behind his fuzzy 
beard. He was an hour late, and he has 
apologized several times for this. He can 
explain. He was shopping in midtown 
Manhattan, and he couldn’t catch a cab. 

He stood on the street for maybe 20 
minutes and found himself chatting with a 
stranger who was also trying to hail a ride. 
(“Nice dude!”) Eventually, he gave up and 
tried to use Uber— but his phone had died, 
so he walked around looking for an outlet 
and ended up going into an empty Indian 
restaurant. Once it started charging, he felt 
like he should thank the owners, so he 
decided to order an entree, and— 

“I’m really sorry,” he says. 

Revis’ gentleness can be jarring if 


you’ve heard the stories of his ferocity: how he punishes anyone 
who beats him to the ball, practicing with an intensity that’s 
borderline inappropriate; how he once brawled with Jets 
teammate Patrick Turner because the receiver wasn’t replicating 
then-Dolphins wideout Brandon Marshall’s pass routes, jeopar- 
dizing his ability to prepare for a game. He’s called his competi- 
tive fervor a sickness. But here, sitting across from me on a breezy 
weekday afternoon, he’s so soft-spoken and serene, he’s almost 
Zen-like— a monk in a warrior’s body. 

Our waiter returns, an anxious smile crossing his face. After 
pouring our water, he backs away, then stops: “I hope it tastes 
better than Boston tap water,” he sputters. Revis rewards him 
with a long, generous chuckle. 

He’s happy to be back in New York. Not because he has a 
LeBron-like complex about coming home— though there’s a little 
of that— but mostly because he just likes it here. Of course, the 
money didn’t hurt. In March, the Jets signed Revis to a five-year 
contract with $39 million guaranteed, making him the highest- 
paid cornerback in the NFL. Revis’ peers, many of whom revere 
the presumptive Hall of Earner the way aspiring day traders 
worship Warren Buffett, rushed to praise him for landing the 
deal. Colts pass rusher Robert Mathis tweeted that he wanted to 
shake Revis’ hand; longtime Steelers cornerback Ike Taylor 
wrote: “BRUH I NEED DAT REVIS DEAL.” 

“You have to admire what he’s done,” says Arizona’s Larry 
Fitzgerald of Revis’ contracts. “He’s never flinched.” 

In the past eight years, Revis has negotiated five deals, held 
out of training camp twice, switched teams three times and won 
one Super Bowl ring. By 2017, he will have earned at least 
$134 million over the course of his career, cementing his legacy 
as one of the most successful— and, some would argue, most 
cynical— negotiators in NFL history. As he spears a piece of 
shrimp, I awkwardly broach the subject of his cutthroat reputa- 
tion. “When you Google ‘Darrelle Revis,’ it says ...” 

He pauses, sets down his chopsticks. “Greedy.” 


“Mercenary.” 

He rolls up one of his sleeves, laying his 
forearm across the table like he’s waiting 
to have blood drawn. He jabs at his skin. 
“Should I get that tatted on me— all of 
those names?” 

When I look up, he bursts into 
laughter. 

THE AIRING OF financial grievances is an 
essential part of the NFL offseason, as 
predictable as OTAs and minicamp. But 
this year’s gripefest felt different some- 
how— broader, more philosophical. It 
started in May, when Giants wide receiver 
Odell Beckham Jr., who earned just 
$1.9 million as a rookie last year, argued 
that, given the danger of their profession, 
players should make more money. A few 
days later, Minnesota running back Adrian 
Peterson took to Twitter to grumble about 
the lack of guaranteed income in football. 
(Two months later, he earned a favorable 
restructuring of his contract with the 
Vikings.) In July, Washington safety Duke 
Ihenacho marveled at the amount of cash 
handed out by the NBA, then asked why 
the NFL’s minimum salary isn’t $1 million. 
The average MLB player makes twice 
as much as his counterpart in the NFL 
($4.2 million versus $2.1 million this year, 
according to Sporting Intelligence). 

All were derided. “Grow up and do your 
job,” someone told Peterson on Twitter. 
“How many folks in the real world would 
KILL for your life?” 

As a rule, fans hate it when highly paid 
athletes complain about money. This is 
true of any sport, but especially of football, 
with its rigid salary cap. These days, we’re 
no longer just Monday-morning quarter- 
backs— we’re also armchair general 
managers and part-time capologists, as 
conversant in subjects like dead money 
and franchise tags as we are in yards and 
catches. It’s why we call for hometown 
discounts and loyalty in one breath, then 
urge teams to cut slumping veterans in the 
next. When a star player scores a new 
contract, we applaud— but only after we’ve 
determined that the deal isn’t a threat, the 
mislaid Jenga block that could send the 
tower crumbling. 
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There are structural reasons football 
players make less than other professional 
athletes. There are more of them, obviously. 
And they’re more likely to get hurt. But 
Beckham et al. aren’t wrong to complain. 
NFL contracts are stuffed with illusory 
figures, money that isn’t real unless it’s 
guaranteed. As a result, players live in a 
state of perpetual limbo; their lack of 
autonomy turns many of them into dispos- 
able objects, tools that can be thrown away 
once they’re used and broken. Lose a step 
after a knee operation? Your team will cut 
you without thinking twice. Outperform 
your deal? Good luck getting a raise. 
Compared with the other leagues, the 
balance of power in football is tilted heavily 
toward teams, which is why players have 
begun to protest. 

“Owners always take the emotion out of 
business,” says Marshall, who was traded 
this offseason by the Bears to the Jets. 
“Players, that’s where we lose. We approach 
it from an emotional standpoint, a personal 
standpoint.” The strongest athletes in 
America are the weakest negotiators. 

Darrelle Revis is the exception. 


Revis, one of just five players with multiple 
picks against Tom Brady in the past eight 
years [including this one out of Randy Moss' 
hands in 2009), has gone from Patriots 
nightmare to ally— and back again. 


"SURF AND TURF." 

A few seconds go by, and Revis, who 
is cradling his phone against his ear, 
sighs, then calmly repeats himself for the 
third time. 

“I’ll have the surf and turf.” 

He’s so quiet, the woman taking his order 
can’t hear him. I’m sitting a few feet away, 
and I can barely make out what he’s sa3dng. 
We’re in the New Jersey apartment he’s 
renting near the Jets’ practice facility in 
Florham Park. The decor is standard-issue 
athlete bachelor pad: vast and empty, with 
modern furniture, a high-end entertain- 
ment system and a pyramid of unworn 
sneakers. Revis owns another house, a 
bigger place by the beach in Florida, but his 
lifestyle is modest for a multimillionaire. 
Until recently, he drove a gray Mini Cooper. 
Former Jets coach Rex Ryan used to make 
fun of it— he told him to go buy a truck- 
hut Revis loved his little car. “I did a ton of 
research on it,” he says. “It’s great for parking.” 
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Revis' mom, Diana Askew, 
here with her son in 2010, 
says she's always taken 
comfort in his tranquillity. 


IF YOU PURCHASED BECK’S PILSNER, 
BECK’S DARK, BECK’S LIGHT, AND/ 
OR BECK’S OKTOBERFEST BEER 
FROM MAY 1, 2011 TO JUNE 23, 2015 
YOU COULD OBTAIN CASH BENEFITS 
FROM A CLASS ACTION 

Para informacion en espanol, favor de visitar el 
sitio web en www.becksbeersettlementcom 

WHAT IS THIS LAWSUIT ABOUT? In this 
action, Plaintiffs have alleged that Anheuser- 
Bush Companies, LLC (“A-B”) misrepresented 
to eonsumers that Beek’s beer is brewed in and 
imported from Germany. Plaintiffs alleged that 
Beek’s beer is in faet domestieally brewed but 
prieed as premium imported beer. Defendant 
denies Plaintiffs’ elaims and eharges, denies that 
it has violated any laws, and believes that its 
labeling, paekaging, and marketing of Beek’s beer 
have always been truthful and not deeeptive. Your 
rights may be affeeted by this elass aetion lawsuit 
entitled Francisco Rene Marty et al. v. Anheuser- 
Busch Companies, LLC, Case No. 13-ev-23656 
(S.D. Fla.), presently pending in the United States 
Distriet Court for the Southern Distriet of Florida. 
The Court has preliminarily approved a settlement 
agreement (the “Settlement Agreemenf’) that 
provides for settlement of this lawsuit with 
Defendant A-B, and has seheduled a hearing on 
the fairness, adequaey, and reasonableness of the 
proposed settlement. 

WHO IS IN THE SETTLEMENT CLASS? 

All persons who, from May 1, 2011 to June 23, 
2015, purehased bottles and/or eans of Beek’s 
Pilsner, Beek’s Dark, Beek’s Light, and/or Beek’s 
Oktoberfest beer in the United States for personal 
use and not for resale. 

WHAT ARE THE PROPOSED SETTLEMENT 
TERMS? Class Members who eomplete and 
return a valid Claim Form will be entitled to a eash 
payment of up to $50 per Household.^ Claim forms 
are available by going to www.beeksbeersettlement. 
eom, or by ealling (855) 322-4465. Further, 
Defendant has agreed to inelude the phrase “Brewed 
in USA” or “Produet of USA” on the Beek’s website 
and on all Beek’s Pilsner, Beek’s Dark, Beek’s 
Light, and Beek’s Oktoberfest bottles, eans, and 
eonsumer-faeing paekages that it produees and sells 
in the United States. For more information on the 
settlement, ineluding its terms and benefits, please go 
to the settlement website, www.beeksbeersettlement. 
eomoreall (855) 322-4465. 

WHAT IS THE SETTLEMENT APPROVAL 
PROCEDURE? The Court has seheduled a 
fairness hearing for October 20, 2015 at 2:00 p.m. 
at the C. Clyde Atkins United States Courthouse, 
301 North Miami Avenue, 5th Floor, Miami, 
Florida 33128. At the fairness hearing, the Court 
will eonsider a) whether the proposed settlement is 
fair, adequate, and reasonable, and b) deeide Class 
Counsel’s request for fees and eosts, as well as Class 
Representative awards. Although you may attend 
this hearing in person or through your own attorney, 
you are not required to do so. If you are a member 
of the Settlement Class, and ehoose to remain in the 
elass, you need not take any aetion, but must file a 
elaim form to reeeive any of the eash benefits. If 
you wish to exelude yourself from the settlement 
(for purposes of damages elaims only), you may 
opt-out by submitting an opt-out request in writing, 
postmarked by September 29, 2015, to Marty v. 
Anheuser Busch Companies, LLC Administrator, 
P.O. Box 43368, Providenee, RI 02940-3368. If 
you ehoose to remain in the Settlement Class and 
you wish to eomment in opposition to the proposed 
settlement, an objeetion in appropriate form must 
be filed with the Clerk of Court, Southern Distriet 
of Florida, 400 North Miami Avenue, 8th Floor, 
Miami, FL 33128 on or before September 29, 
2015 and served upon both of the following: (1) 
Class Counsel, Thomas A. Tueker Ronzetti, Esq., 
KOZYAK, TROPIN & THROCKMORTON, 
LLP, 2525 Ponee de Leon Blvd., 9th Floor, Coral 
Gables, FL 33134; and (2) A-B’s Counsel, Stanley 
H. Wakshlag, Esq. KENNY NACHWALTER, PA, 
201 South Biseayne Boulevard, Suite 1100, Miami, 
FL 33131 4327. Further instruetions on objeetion 
and opt-out proeedures may be obtained by visiting 
the settlement website or ealling (855) 322-4465. 
HOW CAN I OBTAIN ADDITIONAL 
INFORMATION ABOUT THE PROPOSED 
SETTLEMENT? You may obtain a eopy of 
the Settlement Agreement and the settlement 
approval motions and orders by going to www. 
beeksbeersettlement.eom or ealling (855) 322- 
4465. All questions you may have eoneeming the 
Settlement Agreement or this Notiee should be 
direeted to Class Counsel. Please DO NOT eontaet 
the Court. 

1 A “Household” means family members, or extended 
family members, living under the same roof and for 
whom purchases of Beck’s Beer were collectively 
made. 


He is impervious to ridicule. After he 
hangs up the phone and settles onto his sofa, 
he grabs a blanket— it’s red and black, the 
colors of his high school in Aliquippa, 
Pennsylvania— and pulls it up to his chin so 
that only his face is visible. I ask him if he’s 
cold, and he shakes his head, which peers 
over the blanket like a bearded periscope. “I 
like to snuggle.” 

He isn’t trying to make me laugh; his tone 
is matter-of-fact. He likes to snuggle. 

The island metaphor is a bit tired at this 
point, but it’s also undeniably accurate, both 
in a football sense and a psychological one. 
Revis is truly a man unto himself, unfettered 
by the social anxieties that plague normals 
and celebrities alike. He dines at restaurants 
alone. He goes to movie theaters and 
museums by himself. He’s single and finds 
dating frustrating, in part because he’s wary 
of new people. 

Revis recently flew to Toronto on a whim, 
gazed down at a Blue Jays game from the 
CN Tower and toured the aquarium next 
door. He didn’t bring anyone on the trip. “I 
like my own company,” he says, shrugging. 

He’s always been the quietest guy in a 
group. “Even on the field, when I’ve played 
against him, he doesn’t talk— not even a 
casual conversation!” says Fitzgerald, who’s 
known Revis for years (both played for Pitt) 
and is one of the few NFL players Revis 
hangs out with during the offseason. 

He’s known for pulling off Irish goodbyes 
at parties— leaving like a ghost, without 
saying a word. “I might be like, T’m going 
to the bathroom.’ Then I’ll get a text 15 
minutes later: ‘Did you leave?”’ He giggles. 
“Yeah, I left.” 

There are many reasons Revis has 


successfully negotiated five contracts since 
entering the NFL— reasons, in the words of 
former Buccaneers GM Mark Dominik, who 
traded for Revis in 2013, that “he’s won every 
time.” His agents, Jonathan Feinsod and 
Neil Schwartz, are shrewd, and his family is 
supportive. His talent is astonishing. By 
taking out the opponent’s top receiver— last 
season he was the NFL’s second-least 
targeted cornerback, according to Pro 
Football Focus— he tilts the field for the rest 
of the defense. Marshall says Revis plays his 
position like a pitcher; instead of allowing 
receivers to dictate plays, he takes control. 
“No matter what the situation is, he says, 
‘This is my technique,”’ Marshall says. 

Jets safety Rontez Miles recently told 
ESPN that Revis’ knowledge of the game is 
unparalleled: “His presnap reads are 
amazing. He knows what he’s about to get 
before the snap.” 

When it comes to negotiations, all of this 
matters a great deal. But as he talks about 
dining alone on a recent trip to Paris, a 
blanket draped over his body like a Snuggie, 
it occurs to me that his predisposition for 
solitude matters just as much. In an 
industry in which millions of people are 
invested in his success— in which he’s 
constantly being advised, praised and 
berated, often by total strangers— Revis’ 
tranquillity might be his greatest asset. He 
isn’t just an island. He’s a fortress. 

Go back to 2007. The Jets traded two 
picks to move up in the draft and snagged 
Revis at No. 14, offering him his first 
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multimillion-dollar payday. At the time, the 22-year-old had 
barely earned a eent, aside from a eouple of summers spent 
working as a janitor at his high school. And yet, when the Jets 
insisted he sign a six-year deal, which would’ve slowed his 
timeline for free agency, he turned them down. Skipped most of 
training camp, even though he was competing for a starting job. 
Told them he would happily wait for next year’s draft. 

I ask him what he remembers from that summer— if he was 
afraid of missing out on his first big check. He smirks. “No, I 
wasn’t scared,” he says. After skipping the beginning of camp, the 
rookie went to Feinsod’s house in the Hamptons. “It was my first 
time,” he says. “It was awesome.” Three weeks later, he got the 
deal he wanted. 

The next holdout was harder. When the Jets refused to pay 
him what he believed he was worth after the 2010 season— 
the sticking point, he says, was the absence of guarantees— he 
decided to use the only leverage he had, the only option any 
player has when management won’t budge on a contract: He 
staged a one-man strike. Revis told the Jets he was skipping 
camp, then disappeared. He hung out with his kids, Deyani 
and Jayden, and flew to Florida, where he sat alone on the 
beach, watching the waves roll in. When his mother visited 
him, he bought an Afro wig as a jokey disguise. Told everyone 
to call him Rico. 

Thirty-six days passed. Then, right before the season began, the 
team relented, throwing $32.5 million in guaranteed money at 
him— including, crucially, a no-franchise clause. Feinsod says his 
client’s patience was stunning. With Revis, there are no panicky 
4 a.m. phone calls or meltdowns when he’s called out by the 
media. “He’s so unflappable,” Feinsod says. 

Still, it wasn’t always easy to block out the world. HBO’s Hard 
Knocks series was filming the Jets that summer, and Revis was 
in the news every day. He was rechristened Mevis, or Revi$, 
depending on which tabloid you picked up. His family received 
angry letters— death threats, even. “The second time he held out, 

I was reading something that said, 1 hope he gets hit by a bus,”’ 
his aunt Tamu says. She sighs. “Those are angry fans, and they 
don’t understand the business aspect of football.” 

Revis told his relatives to pull the plug on sports television and 
stay off social media. He says he’s always avoided the media as 
much as possible. “Once you write your story, I probably won’t 
read it,” he says with an apologetic shrug. “Somebody might show 
it to me. I might read a couple of sentences. Then, I’ll just stop.” 

OF THE TENS of thousands of men who have played professional 
football, just a handful have staged successful holdouts. Eric 
Dickerson did it twice in the 1980s; Emmitt Smith skipped a 
couple of games in 1993. Then there was Sean Gilbert. The 
defensive lineman held out for an entire year in 1997, famously 
announcing that God had appeared in a dream and told him not 
to accept less than $5 million a year. Gilbert returned to his 
hometown in Pennsylvania, where he kept in shape by running 
laps near his family’s house, sprinting up and down a hill at night. 
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No matter the negotiation, Darreiie Revis has aiways been 
wiiiing to bet big on his taient. Based on his first five NFL 
contracts, that confidence is paying dividends, -doug mittler 


NEW YORK JETS AUGUST 2007 


CONTRACT: SIX YEARS 



MILLION 

[$11M guaranteed, including voidable 
years at the end] 

WHAT REVIS EARNED [salary and bonuses]: 

2007 $5,319,000 

2008 $5,082,000 

2009 $6,260,000 

Revis becomes the first Jets draft pick in 10 
years to skip the start of training camp, missing 
20 days before ending his holdout. The 
l^th overall pick, Revis ends up making $16.7 
million over his first three seasons, slightly more 
than Adrian Peterson [seventh overall]. 


NEWYORKJETS SEPTEMBER 2010 


CONTRACT: FOUR YEARS 



MILLION 

[$32.5M guaranteed] 


WHAT REVIS EARNED: 


2010 $8,038,000 


2011 $25,000,000 


2012 $7,500,000 


Revis sits out in an attempt to top Nnamdi 
Asomughas three-year, $^5 million 2009 
contract with the Raiders. After Rex Ryan and 
owner Woody Johnson fly to Florida to meet 
with him, Revis ends his holdout, settling for less 
than Asomugha but more than his original deal, 
plus the chance to be a free agent at age 28. 


TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS APRIL 2013 

■ 

■ 

NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS MARCH 201^ 

■ 

■ 

NEWYORKJETS MARCH 2015 


CONTRACT: SIX YEARS 



MILLION 

[$0 guaranteed] 


WHAT REVIS EARNED: 2013 $16 MILLION 

Fearing Revis would walk away, the Jets 
trade the cornerback to the Buccaneers. 
Revis, coming off a torn ACL, signs 
a nonguaranteed deal with Tampa Bay, 
making him one of the two highest-paid 
defensive players in the NFL, along 
with defensive end Mario Williams. The Bucs 
lose their first eight games, and Revis 
is cut after one season. 


CONTRACT: ONE YEAR 



MILLION 

[with $20 million second-year option] 

WHAT REVIS EARNED: $12 MILLION 

A few hours after being cut by the Buccaneers, 
Revis is scooped up by the Patriots. To explain 
why he's willing to sign for a lower salary, 

Revis says, "It's just basically about winning, 
man." The deal is sweet for Belichick & Co., 
who don't plan to exercise the second-year 
option. Meanwhile, Revis remains the 
NFL's highest-paid cornerback and ends up 
with his first Super Bowl ring. 


CONTRACT: FIVE YEARS 



MILLION 

[$39M guaranteed] 

Johnson, the Jets' owner, lets it slip during 
the 201^ season that "he would love to have 
Darreiie back," prompting the Pats to file 
tampering charges that result in a $100,000 
fine. Revis plays the feud of AFC East 
rivals for all it's worth, bolting Foxborough 
a month after winning the Super Bowl to return 
to the Jets. The $1^ million-a-year average 
bests the Cardinals' Patrick Peterson 
and the Seahawks' Richard Sherman for 
highest among cornerbacks. 

Contract figures courtesy Spotrac.com. 
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Bum 


Whenever he reaehed the bottom, he 
would slap hands with his sister’s 
12-year-old son, Darrelle. 

A year later, Gilbert returned to the 
NFL and signed a $46.5 million offer 
sheet with the Panthers. He stood up 
to the league and won, and his nephew 
watehed. 

Aliquippa is straight out of eentral 
easting— a gritty, football-obsessed town 
that’s been slowly rusting over since the 
steel mills shut down. On Friday nights, 
everyone stops what they’re doing and 
descends upon Aliquippa High School’s 
field. The Pit. The legend of “Rel Rev” was 
gilded when he led the Quips to a state 
championship, scoring every one of the 
team’s five touchdowns while playing 
quarterback, wide receiver, running back 
and cornerback. He also returned kicks. 

Revis always felt at ease with a ball in 


his hands. “It just came like that,” he says, 
snapping his fingers. At his first practice, 
at age 7, the coach lined up the players on 
a baseball field and told them to race each 
other. Revis, ever the silent observer, 
noticed that the other kids were hovering 
around a boy named Davon, the team’s 
star player. “I was thinking, ‘OK— I guess 
he’s the guy. If I’m going to get into this 
sport, that’s who I want to go up against.’ 
That’s where it really all started.” 

He smiles and nods, as though the story 
is over. A beat goes by. 

“Um, what happened?” I ask. 

He appears genuinely surprised by the 
question. “I beat everybody.” 

Revis and his younger sister and 
brother, DeAudra and Terry, were raised 
by their mother, Diana. She worked an 
assortment of jobs— hotel maid, construc- 
tion worker, prison officer— struggling to 


make ends meet. After paying bills each month, she would 
sometimes find herself with as little as $30 in her wallet. She’d fill 
the car with gas, take the kids to a restaurant— “somewhere we 
could share a lot,” she says— and then drive up Mount Washington, 
where they’d peer down at Pittsburgh through a telescope. “I 
wanted them to experience something different.” 

There’s a prototype for stories like these, for athletes who 
grow up without money and then spend their lives chasing it. 
Revis, with his many millions, would seem to fit the bill. But 
when he talks about wealth, he sounds flat, almost bored— 
there’s no trace of the desperation you hear when self-made 
men describe what they’ve accomplished. He isn’t driven by 
Gatsby-like insecurities. He isn’t fueled by the struggles of his 
youth. “I’m not gonna sit here and pout because I grew up in 
the ghetto,” he says. 

Aliquippa didn’t give him an inferiority complex. If anything, 
it made him confident— proud of his self-sufficiency. Revis’ 
mother worked double shifts, and he sometimes went days 
without seeing her. He started taking care of himself at a very 
young age: woke himself up, washed his face, got dressed for 
school. When he left football practice as a child, he didn’t always 
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Michelle Beadle took 
thettPulseOfTheNation 
and answered one 
lucky fan's question. 

If you could own any NFL team, 
which would it be? 

—John Bellantone via Instagram 
@bellantone 

'Td choose the Raiders as my team 
simply to move them to San Antonio, 
become a local hero and have a statue 
built in my honor, making life worth 
living. And they're already built for the 
San Antonio color scheme. No-brainer." 


“Self-doubt about what?” 

I bring up the holdouts again, ask him 
if he ever panieked while playing ehicken 
with his eareer. His eyes narrow into 
slivers. 

“If you don’t believe in yourself, 
who will?” 


have a ride home, so he walked through 
the woods, carrying his pint-sized 
helmet. His mother turned to him for 
reassurance, taking comfort in his 
confidence and poise. “A lot of times, 
when I looked at him, I felt that we 
were OK, even though we knew we 
weren’t,” she says. 

His family can’t remember the last 
time anyone saw him flustered. It didn’t 
happen in 2007, when Jets coach 
Eric Mangini told reporters that Revis’ 
holdout could jeopardize his playing time 
(he started in Week 1), or in 2012, when 
news leaked that he had considered 
skipping camp for the third time (sample 
Internet comment: “This guy is nothing 
but an ultra-greedy, self-centered 
dirtbag”). Revis wasn’t even fazed in 
2013, when he heard on TV that the Jets 
were trying to trade him while he was 
recuperating from a torn ACL. 

When he landed in Tampa Bay that 
year, he took his biggest gamble yet, 
signing a six-year, $96 million contract 
with $0 guaranteed. “Only one player in 
the league will bet on himself like that,” 


says Dominik, who orchestrated the deal. 
The move befuddled some analysts. But 
Revis believed he would come back strong 
from the ACL— so strong, he thought, 
that Tampa wouldn’t dare drop him. 

He was wrong. His man-to-man style 
didn’t mesh with the Buccaneers’ zone 
defense, and the team cut him in the 
spring of 2014. For the first time in his 
career, he was a free agent. 

When I ask Revis why he’s taken so 
many risks— and why he’s placed so 
much faith in his own abilities— he 
always responds the same way: “What 
kind of player am I?” At times, a 
conversation with him feels less like 
an interview than an exercise in the 
Socratic method. He has a tendency to 
answer questions with questions, a habit 
that makes it hard to pin down his 
beliefs but easy to understand why he 
holds them. At one point, I ask Revis if 
aging makes him nervous, and he gives 
me a funny look. 

“Why?” 

When was the last time you experi- 
enced self-doubt? 


Happily back with 
the Jets, Revis 
says he'll play 
until he "can't run 
no more." 


A FEW HOURS after the Bucs cut Revis, 
he agreed to sign with the Patriots for a 
modest $12 million guaranteed, report- 
edly spurning more lucrative offers from a 
couple of lesser teams. Many took this as 
a sign that the NFL’s biggest mercenary 
had changed his ways— and they were 
correct, to an extent. But like all of Revis’ 
moves, it was calculated. His jaunt to 
New England also afforded him the 
opportunity to shine on the best possible 
stage, like an A-list actor who takes a 
break from starring in blockbusters to 
film an Oscar-bait art-house flick. 
Meanwhile, the going rate for corner- 
backs reset when Patrick Peterson and 
Richard Sherman both signed new 
contracts, adjusting the average salary. 
(They now earn an average of just over 
$3 million a year fully guaranteed, 
compared with Revis’ $7-8 million.) 

Still, the culture of stoicism in 
Foxborough suited Revis. A couple of 
weeks before the team won the Super 
Bowl, a Boston Globe writer speculated 
that the cornerback was “a good bet to 
stay in New England for the long haul.” 

In March, Revis signed with the 
4-12 Jets. More than 20 teams were 
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interested, but Revis wanted to return to 
New York— and regain his status as the 
NFL’s highest-paid cornerback. 

Tonight, at another elegant Japanese 
restaurant in downtown Manhattan, I 
ask him if he’s pleased with his new deal. 
He nods, then takes a sip of a pink 
coektail with a delicate flower drooping 
over the brim. (It goes without saying 
that he’s not the kind of man who is 
embarrassed by such a visual.) “I’ve liked 
all of my deals,” he says. 

He calls his negotiating team— his 
mother, his agents and his uncles— Team 
Revis. A few years ago, Gilbert started 
reading up on contracts. He grew 
increasingly interested in the workings of 
the NFL, so much so that he ended up 
writing a book about how the 2011 
collective bargaining agreement screwed 
players. “Right now, they’re using the 
psychology of fear— they’re making 
players worry about their next check,” he 
says. Earlier this year, he ran for president 
of the NFL players union and lost. 

Revis doesn’t see himself as an activist. 
But the older he gets, the more open he 
is about his suspicion that he’s misunder- 
stood— that if he worked in any other 
field, he wouldn’t be criticized for pursuing 
a salary that accurately reflects his worth. 
“Who doesn’t want a raise?” he asks, 
throwing his hands in the air. Too many 
players, he says, don’t understand how 
contracts really work. They don’t see that 
the billboard numbers being tossed 
around by the media are meaningless, 
that money isn’t real unless it’s fully 
guaranteed. “The player believes he’s 
making that much, and that’s not really 
the truth,” he says. “They’re getting 
blinded. The fan is blinded as well.” 

In fact, Revis continues— and this is 
where he’ll lose some people, he knows, 
but he keeps going— he’s actually been 
generous. By pursuing the biggest 
payouts, he’s grown the market, shown 
how much a star can and should earn. 
“Some of these contracts— they can 
hurt the next guy coming up,” he says. 

“I think some players don’t see the bigger 
picture. Don’t be selfish. Think about 
other people.” 





COLD HARD FACTS 


ON REVIS ISLAND 

Revis is rarely tested, so 
standard metrics don't 
accurately capture his value- 
but Pro Football Focus' 
advanced stats do. He was the 
second-least targeted CB in 
201^ and allowed the second- 
lowest reception rate. 


COVERAGE SNAPS PER TARGET 

Amount of times a CB is the primary 
man in coverage relative to how many 
times his receiver is targeted [at least 
75 percent of snaps]. 





COVERAGE SNAPS PER 
RECEPTION (ALLOWED] 

Amount of times a CB is the primary 
man in coverage relative to how 
many receptions he allows [at least 
75 percent of snaps]. 



NFL average: 10.7 


CATCH PERCENTAGE 

Percentage of passes caught in player's 
coverage [at least 75 percent of snaps]. 



Still there? 

“I’m just standing up for what I think is 
right,” he says. “I’m a walking billboard 
for fairness.” 

I ask him what advice he would give to 
a younger player. “Maximize your worth,” 
he says. “As soon as you step foot in the 
NFL, the window is closing.” 

This is undeniably true. But it’s also 
true that much of what Revis has done 
cannot be replicated by the vast majority 
of players. “There are others who really 
appreciate what he’s done because he’s 
shown guys the way,” Marshall says. 

“But only a few can do it. You have to 
be a bailer. You can’t make moves if 
you’re not backing them up with your 
play on the field.” 

Most players don’t have his talent. They 
don’t have his family support, or his war 
chest. (Dominik, now an analyst for 
ESPN, says Revis’ previous earnings make 
him an unusually powerful adversary in 
negotiations because, unlike most players, 
he can afford to walk away.) And they 
don’t have his willpower. 

But maybe Revis’ journey through the 
NFL isn’t a playbook but a promise. After 
eight years, five contracts and three 
teams, he’s become living, breathing proof 
that the house doesn’t always come out on 
top— that in a league where the odds are 
heavily stacked against you, it’s possible to 
bet on yourself and win. He’s the one 
player who reached across the table and 
took what was his. 

Revis says he doesn’t think he’ll go 
down the same path as his uncle. He sees 
himself as more of a businessman— he 
might even join an NFL ownership 
group someday, work things from the 
other side. He’s optimistic about the Jets’ 
prospects this season, especially on 
defense, but he won’t say whether he’ll 
retire in New York. He will say that he 
plans on playing for as long as possible. 
“Until these wheels fall off— until these 
legs can’t run no more,” he says. 

Before Revis gets up to leave, I feel 
compelled to ask: What’s more important, 
winning or getting paid? 

He answers, of course, with a question: 
“Why not have both?” □ 
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YES 42% 


liSiiiT- 


I’M STIU MAD ABOUT 
SPYGAn. 

YES 20% I NO 80% 


I THINK OTHER TEAMS 
IllEGAUY TAMPER 
WITH BAILS. 

YES 08% I NO 32% 


DO YOU THINK 
PLAYERS ON YOUR 
UWN TEAM CHEAT? 
YES 20% I NO 71% 


Phil Sheridan, Adam Teicher, Mike Triplett, 
Nick Wagoner, James Walker, Josh Weinfuss, 
Mike Wells, Eric □. Williams, Bill Williamson 


and Pat Yasinskas 


SHOULD PLAYER 
DISCIPLINE BE 
DECIDED BY RODER 
COODELL? 

YES 12% I NO 88% 

"Hell no." —AFC player 


Introduction by Kevin Seifert, NFL Nation 
Reporting by Todd Archer, Rich Cimini, 

Anna Katherine Clemmons, Rob Demovsky, 

Jeff Dickerson, Michael DiRocco, Jeremy Fowler, 
□an Friedell, Tania Ganguli, Ben Goessling, 

□an Graziano, Paul Gutierrez, Coley Flarvey, 
Jamison Flensley, John Keim, Paul Kuharsky, 
Jeff Legwold, Pat McManamon, David Newton, 
Mike Rodak, Michael Rothstein, Mike Sando, 


DO YOU THINK 
DEFLATED FOOTBALLS 
AFFECT THE OUTCOME 
OF DAMES? 

YES 48% I NO 52% 
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So, yeah, you’re pretty sure the Patriots tampered with a few 
footballs in the AFC championship game last season. But if you 
also feel it’s not that hig of a deal, you’re not alone. In fact, your 
assessment falls in line with nearly 85 percent of the 106* NFL 
players we anonymously surveyed on all things Deflategate, 
from Tom Brady to on-field tomfoolery. The bottom line? Even 
the pros think this whole controversy is a bit ... overblown. 
ILLUSTRATION BY ANDREW FAIRCLOUGH 




DO YOU THINK 
THE PATRIOTS 
DEFLATED GAME 

GALLS? 


YES 72% 


For the quarterback not to know what is going on 
with his balls is unbelievable in this.day and age'' 

■V -r NFC player 

lAMUPSETWITH 
NEW ENGLAND 
FOR ALLEGEDIY 
DOCTORING 

rniiTRAiis 


HOW MANY GAMES SHOULD TOM 
BRADY HAVE BEEN SUSPENDED FOR? 
MORE THAN FOUR GAMES 3% 
FOUR GAMES 19% 
FEWER THAN FOUR GAMES 78% 

"C'mon, man. I played against Brady. He killed us. 
And it wasn't because of deflated footballs. 
He's one of the best quarterbacks to ever play the game. 
He should've paid a fine and that's it." —NFC player 


WHAT IS THE MOST COMMON 
FORMOFOH-FIEID 
OHEATIHOINFOOTOAll? 
H0LDIN655% 

"Guys will wear gloves the color of the other team's 
jersey so when they grab, like white gloves on white 
Jerseys, officials can't see it." —NFC player 


IFORAOYSITSFOR 
FOOROAMES, WILL THE PATRIOTS 
STILL MAKE THE PLAYOFFS? 
YES 85% I N0 15% 


WHATPEROEHTAGEOFPUYERS 
00 YOHTHIHK CHEAT 
IN SOME WAY OH THE HELD? 
AVERAGE ANSWER: 30% 

"Everybody, in some small way. If you're not cheating, 
you're not trying." —NFC player 


WHAT IS THE MOST OUTLANDISH 
FORM OF CHEATING YOU’VE 
WITNESSED IN A GAME? 

CHEAP SHOTS AND 
DELIBERATE INJURIES 52% 


*Not all 106 players answered every question, 
Percentages are rounded. 
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ILLUSTRATION BY KRZYSZTOF OOMARADZKI 




in anticipation of the day he had been dreading most of all, 
Adrian Peterson decided to throw himself a party. He made a 
list of about 320 friends and family members. He sent out 
invitations with an embossed signature logo. He bought his 
guests first-elass plane tickets to Houston and booked them 
first-elass hotel rooms. 

He was turning 30, the age that so often marks the deeline 
of great NFL running baeks, but his eareer had been in a 
different kind of free fall for nearly a year. First eame a grand 
jury indietment on a eharge that he abused his 4-year-old 
son, followed by another allegation of child abuse, followed 
by his own admissions of marijuana use and promiscuity. 

The NFL had suspended him for most of the 2014 season 
and mandated that he seek professional eounseling. Most of 
his corporate endorsers had withdrawn their support. The 
governor of Minnesota, once an avid fan, had called his 
aetions a “publie embarrassment to the state.” 

And now his birthday on Mareh 21. “Some people are 
starting to aet like this right here is the end for me, like a 
funeral,” Peterson told one friend, and in an effort to prove 
otherwise, he seheduled a meeting in early Mareh with the 
event eompany that had planned his wedding. He told Crystal 
Sowah, the eompany ’s CEO, that he wanted to throw one of 
the most memorable private parties in the history of Houston. 



Peterson is surrounded by those 
willing to protect him, whether 
on the field or at his 30th birthday 
party alongside wife Ashley. 


66 ESPN 08.31.2015 


PREVIOUS SPREAD: ILLUSTRATION PHOTO REFERENCE: HANNAH FDSLIEN/GETTY IMAGES; MARCEL KUSCH/PICTURE-ALLIANCE/DPA/AP IMAGES; ZIHNIOGLU KAM I L/S I PA/AP IMAGES; 

TIM HEITMAN/USA TODAY SPORTS; BRACE HEMMELGARN/USA TODAY SPORTS; THIS PAGE FROM TOP: BEN LIEBENBERG/AP IMAGES; FRED AGHO/JANE DEUX EVENTS 









I 



There's little doubt that 
Adrian Peterson is a Haii of 
Fame-caiiber running back, 
but his career has been 
marked by iows, both personai 
and professional that have 
threatened to deraii his 
career. -ANTHONY OLIVIERI 


NOV. <1,2007 

Peterson's three 
yards on the Vikings' 
penultimate play 
against the Chargers 
in just his eighth 
career game nudges 
the rookie one yard 
past Jamal Lewis for 
the top single-game 
rushing mark in NFL 
history [296 yards). 



SEPT. 13,20iq 

Peterson turns 
himself in after being 
indicted by a grand 
Jury for reckless or 
negligent injury to a 
child. The running 
back is accused of 
using a tree branch, 
or "switch," to 
discipline his 
^-year-old son. 


DEC. 24, 2011 

A side-sweep by 
Redskins DB DeJon 
Gomes takes out 
Peterson's legs. An 
MRI later reveals that 
the Vikings' star tore 
both the ACL and 
MCL in his left knee- 
ending his season but 
not his drive to beat 
Emmitt Smith's 
rushing record. 


SEPT. 9,2012 

Peterson returns for 
a Week 1 win over 
the Jaguarsjust eight 
months after the 
devastating knee 
injury. He rushes for 
84 yards and two 
touchdowns en route 
to ajaw-dropping 
2,000-yard season 
and an MVP award. 


“I want people to come and forget about everything else,” he 
said. “I want us to create a separate little world.” 

Peterson has been doing exactly that for most of the past 
year. He spends the bulk of his time with friends who believe he 
has done nothing wrong. He asks his relatives not to talk about 
the allegations of child abuse, not to use that word— “abuse”— 
in his presence, and they willingly play their part. While NFL 
insiders spent their offseason debating Peterson’s actions and 
any hope for redemption, he acted as if not much had changed. 
Inside his manufactured community, he remains the victim of 
a colossal misunderstanding— an icon with little to prove and 
nothing to redeem. 

There he was this summer back in his Texas hometown, 
marching at the front of a parade thrown in his honor, the crowd 
chanting “F — the haters!” There he was with his children one 
day riding roller coasters at Disney World, the next rafting the 
Yellowstone River. There he was celebrating his wedding 
anniversary with his wife, Ashley, sitting at a dining room table 
covered in rose petals, art-directed by an interior designer. 

“You’re just so sweet to me, baby,” she told him, as he filmed the 
moment he would later post on Instagram. There he was just 
last month showing off his latest tattoo, a shield of body armor 
running from his chest to his shoulders— another layer of 
protection between himself and the outside world. 

It’s all part of the strategy by which Peterson has built his 
record-setting career: The people he trusts are those who 
enable him. The reality that matters is the one he creates and 
they help maintain. 

For his birthday, what he wanted to create was a no-expense- 
spared Arabian wonderland in the backyard of his Houston 
mansion. “The kind of fantasy where every detail is perfectly 
aligned with the theme,” Sowah says. 

They found a lemur available for rent and a python that would 
drape like a scarf over Peterson’s shoulders. They imported a 


troupe of snake charmers out of Dallas 
and world-renowned belly dancers from 
New York. There was an elaborate tent 
city in Peterson’s backyard: Moroccan 
couches, velvet drapes, ice sculptures 
bearing Peterson’s initials, imported 
trees and a throne on which Peterson 
alone would be allowed to sit. The cake 
designer baked a royal palace flanked by 
a fondant camel and elephant. Wale 
agreed to perform. Jamie Foxx offered 
his services as a DJ. In the final hours 
before the party, more than 100 workers 
rushed to set up stripper poles, a hookah 
bar and a cigar humidor in a tent called 
the Man Cave. 

“Even the port-a-potties were over the 
top, with silver sinks and shiny floors,” says 
Bobby Maze, one of Peterson’s closest 
friends. “You would have thought you were 
going to the bathroom at Ruth’s Chris.” 

The guests arrived in elaborate Arabian 
costumes, handed off their rides to valets 
and walked down a red carpet into a 
room where waitresses passed out 
champagne. Then the crowd waited for 
the man of honor to arrive. 

Peterson entered by a path from 
the front door of his house toward the 
main tent. Another parade formed in 
front of him to lead the way: first the fire- 
breathers, then the sword swallowers, 
then the snake charmers and the belly 
dancers and then finally a camel, rented 


for the night from an Austin zoo. By the 
camel’s side were three men dressed as 
humble peasants, their eyes glued to the 
floor, and atop the camel was one man, 
Peterson, wearing a bejeweled Arabian 
headdress and a gold sequined jacket. 

As the camel entered the main tent, 
Peterson’s guests began to shout, applaud 
and take photographs. Out in the crowd 
were several coaches from Peterson’s high 
school, some of his former teammates 
at Oklahoma, dozens of relatives from 
rural East Texas and Vikings quarterback 
Teddy Bridgewater. Peterson stood up 
on the camel’s back to look down at 
them, and he seemed in that moment to 
resemble nothing of the flawed, damaged, 
disreputable athlete his friends and 
family members had been hearing about 
for the past year. He was a king. The 
crowd rushed toward him. The camel’s 
handler worked to calm its nerves. 

“Sometimes the best way to move on is 
to basically just try to forget the bad stuff, 
enjoy yourself and pretend like nothing 
much really happened,” says Joe Davis, 
Peterson’s cousin. 

A voice came over the loudspeaker. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, please 
welcome the man of the hour, your host, 
the great Adrian Peterson!” 

HE ESCAPED INTO his own world the 
moment his reputation started to unravel. 


68 ESPN 08.31.2015 


FROM LEFT: PATRICK SMITH/GETTY IMAGES; ANDY KING/GETTY IMAGES; HANNAH FDSLIEN/GETTY IMAGES; 

BRUCE KLUCKHOHN/USA TODAY SPORTS; ANN HEISENFELT/AP IMAGES 




SEPT. 17,201*1 

Peterson is placed 
on the exempt/ 
commissioner's 
permission list— a 
move that can be 
made only by Roger 
Goodell— which forces 
the running back 
away from all Vikings 
activities while his 
legal matters play out. 


NOV. 18, 201*1 

The NFL suspends 
Peterson for at least 
the remainder of 
the season. The 
league details a 
letter to Peterson 
from Goodell, who 
justifies the decision 
in part by saying 
Peterson has shown 
"no meaningful 
remorse." 


FEB. 26, 2015 

A decision by 
a U.S. District 
Court Judge 
vacates 
Peterson's 
suspension. 
But Goodell 
returns the 
running 
back to the 
exempt list. 






APRIL 16, 2015 

The NFL informs 
Peterson of his 
reinstatement, 
effective the next 
day, allowing him 
to return to all 
Vikings team 
activities. 

Rumors fly that 
Peterson will 
Jump to the 
Cowboys. 


1 

PREVIEW 



JULY 21, 2015 

After a 
protracted 
reconciliation, 
Peterson signs 
a restructured 
deal with the 
Vikings with a 
base salary of 
million 
over the next 
three seasons. 


After a Texas grand jury indicted him on 
Sept. 12 , 2014, on a charge of reckless or 
negligent injury to a child— after the 
Vikings suspended him, Nike dropped 
his contract and his character became 
a topic debated in loops on the network 
news— Peterson turned off the cable 
at his Minnesota house and headed 
home to Texas. 

His wife and mansion are on the 
outskirts of Houston, but Peterson went 
to Palestine, a shrinking town of 18,000 
on the vast prairie of East Texas, where 
he had spent the past 15 years building 
up a reservoir of goodwill. He had rushed 
for more than 2,900 yards in his senior 
season in high school there, becoming 
one of the nation’s top football recruits 
in a decade. And after committing to 
Oklahoma, he had returned home to 
Texas each summer during his college 
and professional career to organize health 
fairs for children, distribute back-to- 
school supplies, sponsor youth sports 
teams and host barbecues at the town’s 
only three-star hotel. The mayor had 
rewarded him with a key to the city. The 
town council had dedicated a day in his 
honor. He had helped purchase so many 
homes for friends and family members in 
a new development on the edge of town 
that locals had started referring to the 
neighborhood by Peterson’s childhood 
nickname, “All Day” Way. 


“He’s been holding all of us up for a 
long time,” says Doris Smith, his 
grandmother. “He’s been the model of 
generosity for this place. So when things 
got bad, and when he needed us, you 
know everybody in this town wanted to 
help. That’s what he’s earned.” 

When Peterson arrived from Minnesota 
this past June, there were welcome 
wreaths lining the front doors of “All Day” 
Way, and the marquee at a bank down- 
town was flashing his initials. Several 
hundred people gathered in a local park to 
attend the ninth annual summer parade in 
Peterson’s honor, organized by his cousin 
Carol Pegues. If the NFL and the Vikings 
had failed to meet his standard of loyalty, 
at least he could still rely on Palestine, 
where residents stood in line for an hour 
just to shake his hand. To them he had 
become more than a professional football 
player. Now he was something closer to a 
cultural hero who had taken a hard stand 
for the values of East Texas. 

RAISED TOUGH TO BECOME TOUGH, OnC 

banner read. 

FREE AP, read another. 

What is regarded in so many other 
places as obvious child abuse is consid- 
ered by some in Palestine to be the 
hallmark of good parenting. Whipping a 
4-year-old boy with a thorny tree branch 
as punishment for shoving his brother? 

“If you spare the rod, you spoil the child,” 


Pegues says. Those photos that showed dozens of red welts and 
sores covering the boy’s back, legs, shoulders, butt and scrotum? 
“We’re from the old school, and we all got it like that coming up,” 
Pegues says. The ensuing reports that Peterson also had hit at 
least one of his other children with a switch, even though he saw 
some of those children only once or twice a year? 

“As a parent, we learned that you have to draw a hard line and 
be consistent,” Pegues says. “I cannot find one switch mark on my 
body today, but it is posted in my brain, right from wrong. It’s 
posted on Adrian’s brain too. That’s how you learn. He just went 
out and did what he had to do.” 

This was the way Peterson had grown up and the way he had 
become an athlete: Tough. Merciless. Physical. When he first told 
his father. Nelson, that he wanted to start playing football, at 
age 5, Nelson dressed him up in an old helmet and pads, took 
him to an empty field, handed him a football and recruited two 
older cousins to tackle him. Nelson told Peterson to stand still 
while the cousins ran into him, first from a yard away, then two 
yards, then three, then 10— each collision louder than the last. 
Peterson kept hold of the ball. He kept standing back up even as 
he started to cry. Finally, after a dozen or so hits. Nelson agreed to 
let Peterson sign up for the only kind of football league available 
to a 5-year-old in small-town Texas: two-hand touch. 

The hits came often in Palestine, and each one was meant to 
deliver a lesson. Peterson’s grandmother whipped him with a 
rope for talking back. His father used a tree branch. His football 
coach swung a solid oak paddle that hung on the wall of his 
office, and even the high school itself sometimes used corporal 
punishment as a means of discipline. And what all that hitting 
made Peterson feel, at least when it was finally over, was pro- 
foundly grateful. “I have always believed that the way my parents 
disciplined me has a great deal to do with the success I have 
enjoyed as a man,” he once said, and so he vowed to be the same 
kind of parent to every one of his own children. He was happy to 
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THEY MAY MAKE HIM 
APOLOGIZE, Bin WE 
KNOW IN ObR HEARTB 
THAT OON’T MEAN 
HE WASN’T RIGHT.” 

JOE DAVIS, PETERSON'S COUSIN 










change a diaper. He would wrestle with 
them and put them on his shoulders and 
take them on vacations. “A mama-type 
daddy, all lovey on them when the kids 
are being good,” Pegues says. 

But when they weren’t being good, 
physical discipline was also Peterson’s 
way of delivering a lesson. Many of 
Peterson’s children live with their 
mothers, so he sometimes explained his 
parenting style in text messages he 
reportedly sent to the children’s mothers. 

“Everybody know daddy got a biggie 
heart but don’t play no games when it 
comes to aeting right,” he texted onee. 

“Be still n take ya whopping,” he texted 
another time. 

The parenting ethos in Palestine held 
that adults deserved respect, and by now 
Peterson was the most respected adult 
of all. During his parade in June and 
afterward when he visited with friends 
and relatives, his supporters took turns 
reaffirming his parenting. “The best 
daddy I know,” his grandmother says. 

“They might make him apologize, but 
we are God-oriented people, and we know 
in our hearts that don’t mean he wasn’t 
right,” says Davis, one of his cousins. 

Once, midway through the summer, 
Pegues asked Peterson whether so 
much public pressure would change the 
way he raised his kids. The NFL had 


made him issue an apology. His sponsors wanted him to take 
parenting classes and film a public service announcement 
about the dangers of abuse. 

“They’re trying to put that fear into your heart,” she remembers 
telling him. “Don’t let all that negativity start hurting you.” 

“A little hurt don’t bother me,” Peterson told her. 

HE HAS ALWAYS relied on pain as his primary motivator, and in the 
first days of Peterson’s suspension, he vowed to friends that his 
resolve would only increase. He would run harder, angrier— just 
as he believed all those other whippings had shaped him as a 
man and as an athlete. “A caged animal,” one unele says of him. 
“He’s chomping at the bit.” How often had he channeled his own 
tragedies and humiliations into athletic drive? 

When Peterson was in seventh grade, his father was sentenced 
to 10 years in prison for laundering over $200,000 in drug 
money. Peterson turned to the weight room, gaining 20 pounds of 
muscle in a year. In 2007, when his half brother Chris was shot 
and killed in Houston the night before the NFL combine, 

Peterson inked his brother’s name on his cleats and ran the 
40-yard dash in 4.40 seconds. 

“What people don’t understand about Adrian is that he’s 
aetually really sensitive,” his friend Bobby Maze says. “He feels 
all this. It hurts deep, even if he’s aeting like it doesn’t. But 
instead of sulking, or complaining, he takes all that stuff the 
world throws at him and eonverts it into fuel.” 

By Peterson’s own estimation, the origin of his football eareer 
is owed to the worst day of his life. It was 1993. Peterson was 7- 
He was playing football outside an apartment building while his 
older brother, Brian, rode his bike nearby. A drunken driver 
swerved into the parking lot and hit Brian. Peterson eould do 
nothing as his brother’s brain swelled and he lost conseiousness. 
Peterson slept at the hospital most of those next nights, always 


assuming that Brian would wake up. 

It was Brian who had been the better 
athlete. It was Brian who had loved 
football because he liked to tackle and hit. 
When Brian died a week later, Peterson 
took it upon himself to carry forward his 
brother’s ambitions. “I played for him,” 
Peterson has said. “I take whatever I go 
through in life and I put it into football.” 

This summer he reminded friends of 
the last time people told him his Hall of 
Fame career was near its end. The ACL 
and MCL tears in Deeember 2011. Didn’t 
all the NFL insiders eall it the kind of 
injury that meant the beginning of the 
end? So Peterson started rehab with the 
goal of not only starting the next season 
but doing so with increased leg strength 
as well. “He had a list of his own pretty 
crazy goals, and I thought I should try 
to make him a little more realistic,” 
says Russ Paine, the physical therapist 
who worked with Peterson during his 
reeovery. But eight months later, Peterson 
was back at his place in the Minnesota 
backfield, beginning a season that would 
end with 2,097 yards rushing and the 
league’s MVP award. 

“He is probably the most internally 
motivated guy I’ve worked with,” says 
Paine, who has rehabbed dozens of pro 
athletes. “You have to be crazy to bet 
against him. He can nurse a slight and 
use it toward a goal.” 

In the past months, Peterson began to 
reveal his goals for this latest comeback, 
and they sound every bit as absurd as his 
aspirations in 2011. To him, his 15-game 
absenee is now a potential benefit to his 
long-term performance. His legs are 
fresh, his joints feel new, and with few 
sponsorship commitments, his time is his 
to do nothing but train, he has said. He is 
in the best shape of his life— six-pack abs, 
giant shoulders, a personal low in body 
fat. And even though Peterson hasn’t 
been tackled for a year, his teammates in 
Minnesota believe he looks sharper than 
before he left. He has told friends and 
teammates he hopes to rush for an 
absurd 2,500 yards, which would shatter 
the single-season NFL record of 2,105 
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yards, held by Eric Dickerson. He also 
wants to remain the league’s best running 
back for another eight seasons, until he is 
37 or 38, long enough for him to gain the 
8,166 more yards he needs to break 
Emmitt Smith’s career rushing record. 

Here, with the arrival of the NFL 
season, comes another test of his reality 
against that of everyone else. He is 
closing ranks, fortifying his self-belief 
behind a network of supporters. He’s 
hired a private chef to cook dinners for 
his family— light on carbs and sugar— so 
they can eat together each night from a 
menu of his own making. He threw a 
birthday party for one of his 4-year-old 
sons at a Houston children’s gym, 
designed custom diamond earrings for 
his wife and took his daughter to the 
NBA Finals. “The louder the outside 
noise, the more he keeps his circle small,” 
says Pegues, his cousin. 

And close. When Peterson arranged to 


Football has always 
been an outlet for 
Peterson to deal 
with his pain. "He's 
chomping at the bit," 
an uncle says. 


travel to Knoxville, Tennessee, to play in 
a charity basketball game organized by 
Maze, his assistant mistakenly booked a 
ticket to Nashville instead, and after she 
rebooked his flights, he ended up in 
Detroit with no apparent way to get to 
the game in time. “Just go home, man,” 
Maze told him. Peterson found a private 
jet available for rent 30 minutes from 
DTW. He took a cab to the airfield and 
arrived in Knoxville 20 minutes before 
tip-off. “He’s the most loyal person,” Maze 
says. “He didn’t have to do that. His 
mindset is that if the world is going to 
be stacked against you, you better have 
a bunch of good people standing at your 
back. People who don’t know Adrian 
Peterson might say they hate him. But 
the people who know him— really know 
him— show him a ton of love.” 

Which is why, in late March, Maze 
found himself searching through stores in 
South Florida for a royal Arabian costume. 


THE PARTY BEGAN with an hour of 
performances on a red-carpeted stage. 
Peterson sat in the front row as the fire- 
breathers and snake charmers danced 
around him. Caterers circled with fried 
chicken and pulled pork. Jamie Foxx chal- 
lenged Peterson to a dance-off. The music 
shook the tent city. The elaborate lighting 
strained an industrial-size generator. 
Peterson was rarely on his throne, instead 
choosing to walk circles through the 
tents, talking to friends, dancing, 
laughing, drinking in their support. 

The children stayed inside his mansion 
under the care of a nanny as the party 
continued to build momentum past 
10 p.m., then midnight, then 1 a.m. The 
Man Cave finally opened at a little past 
2:30 a.m., and men played video games 
on a PS4 while a group of women who 
referred to themselves as “pole magi- 
cians” danced in lingerie at the center of 
the tent. The caterers brought out milk, 
cookies and then cereal. Sometime 
during the night, before the first guests 
began to trickle out at sunrise, before 
Peterson left with a handful of friends to 
continue their party elsewhere, Peterson 
and wife Ashley took a microphone and 
stepped onto the stage. 

“The last year has been rough, you 
know,” Peterson told the crowd, before 
saying that their attendance was a 
reminder of his network of support. “We 
wouldn’t have celebrated this any other 
way.” Then he informed the room he had 
one more announcement. They had great 
news to share, he said— one more sign 
that a fresh start was inevitable. 

His reality was about to get a little 
bit bigger. Ashley was pregnant with 
another child, he said, due in October 
at the midpoint of the NFL season. It 
would be Peterson’s sixth child, Ashley 
said, although some in the room believed 
the number to be higher. 

“We’re having another baby,” Peterson 
told the crowd, simply, and if that 
announcement seemed to the wider world 
like a complicated piece of news, it 
elicited only one reaction in this world. 
Under the artificial lights of his Arabian 
wonderland, his supporters cheered. □ 
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Last season was the year of the rookie wide receiver, as 2014 first-rounders Odell Beckham Jr., 
Mike Evans, Sammy Watkins, Kelvin Benjamin and Brandin Cooks all caught on in ahig way. 
Are they a harbinger of things to come for the 2015 crop? We examine the six receivers chosen 
in the first round and draw up the plays that we’d dial up for them if we were their coaches. 


o 

The Raiders need to feed Cooper the football and let him go to work. 

Wide receiver screens are perfect for manufacturing touches— especially 
for a receiver with Cooper's sneaky-elusive run-after-the-catch skills. 


► 


BY F ELD YATES 


PHOTO 


LLUSTRATONS 


BY CHUCK ANDERSON 


SCOUTING REPORT Quarterback Derek Carr flashed as a rookie in 201^, but he still 
needs a security blanket and a playmaker. Coopen with very good run-after-the-catch 
skills, is the uncommon wideout who can immediately be both. "He was one of the 
most NFL-ready receivers because of the program and the offense Alabama ran," says 
an NFL personnel exec. "He runs precise routes. He's got tremendous physical skills, 
but he's also more polished than most receivers coming out of college." Cooper is 
solid at 6-foot-l and 203 pounds, and he ran a ^0 during the predraft process. 
One concern: Even after adding Michael Crabtree, the Raiders lack depth, and D's will 
key on Cooper as the focal point of the passing game. 
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X 


XX X 

o o o 0 o o 




AMABI COPPER 

RAIDERS I FOURTH PICK 


HERE’S IRE CATCH 


‘Football Outsiders' Playmaker Score projects a rookie receiver's NFL performance based on a number of factors that 
correlate to NFL success. The score is expressed as a percentage that indicates how high a receiver ranks compared 
with all 01 receivers drafted from 1996 to 2012, in Cooper's case, he ranks higher than 95.2 percent of those receivers. 
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KEVIN WHITE 

BEARS t SEVENTH PICK 


SCOUTING REPORT A shin injury iimited White's reps eariy in camp, and with Just two 
seasons at West Virginia, there wiii be a steep iearning curve. [His two Juco years before 
that heip expiain his iow piaymaker score: The metric rewards piayers who enter the 
draft asjuniors— usuaiiy more productive pros— and punishes four-year piayers.] But 
scouts are smitten with the 6-foot-3, 216-pound wideout with ^.35 speed. "Tremen- 
dous skiii set and toois," one says. White exceis in competitive catch situations and can 
turn an intermediate route into a iong score. With White, Aishon Jeffery and Eddie 
Royai, Jay Cutier has a trio of steady targets who'ii be dangerous in the red zone. 


The double post is a preferred route 
combination in the red zone— and 
running it with two skilled receivers 
will force the D to react, allowing 
Cutler to go to the open man. 

X X 
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X 

XX XX 
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PLAYMAKER 
SCORE 36.5% 



DeVAHTE PARKER 

DOLPHINS I 1<ITH PICK 


SCOUTING REPORT Miami returns Just one of its five target ieaders from 201^, the fewest of any 
NFL team. But the makeover was by design, and Parker couid make a difference. QB Ryan Tannehiii 
struggied on deep throws iast season, ranking 31st in QBR and 30th in compietion percentage on 
throws of 20 or more yards. Enter Parker: He never topped 1,000 receiving yards in four years at 
Louisviiie, but he has size [6-foot-3, 209 pounds] and can be an asset in the middie of the fieid. "He's a 
good height-weight-speed prospect, but he does have an injury history," a scouting exec notes. Parker 
had surgery on his ieft foot on June 5— his second on that foot— and remains a guestion mark for Week 1. 



Tannehiii is limited going deep, but Miami 
should be able to navigate the intermediate 
passing game through spacing of its 
wideouts— especially with Parker as a big 
target on drag routes. 


PLAYMAKER 
SCORE 42.5% 
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NELSON AGHOLOR 


EAGLES I 20TH PICK 


SCOUTING REPORT In the first two seasons of the Chip Kelly era, a pair of speedy wideouts 
experienced career years. Those stars, DeSean Jackson and Jeremy Maclin, are both gone. But 
Agholor has the wheels to replace them, and scouts view the 6-foot-l, 198-pound USC product as 
a ready-made starter. The Eagles have had success driving the ball downfield off read-option looks 
from any number of sets. Look for Agholor to find space behind D's. His biggest challenge might 
be meeting the always-rational Philly fans' expectations. 




r \ 
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PLAYMAKER 
SCORE 86.4% 


The Eagles don't need a running 
quarterback to effectively use the 
read-option. If a defense takes the 
bait on a play fake, sending Agholor on 
a fly gives him the chance to launch 
past flat-footed defensive backs. 



SCOUTING REPORT Perriman brings the speed and vertical presence that free agent 
Torrey Smith took with him to San Francisco. One personnel evaluator saw inconsis- 
tent hands from Perriman at UCF, but the 6-foot-2, 212-pound receiver is supremely 
gifted physically ['1 liked the timed speed," says another evaluator, noting his ^.2^ ^0 
at pro day]. That speed paired with Joe Flacco's arm makes it easy to project 
Perriman as the player to take the top off of defenses. 


PHILLIP DDRSETT 

COLTS I 29TH PICK 


SCOUTING REPORT The Colts' passing attack was already loaded. But with TY. Hilton in 
a contract year, the Colts selected Oorsett, a 5-foot-lO, 185-pound rocket [^.33 ^C] 
from The U. Hilton has since signed a five-year extension, giving the Colts speed to 
burn for years. Oorsett will handle punt return duties while making a run at the 
third-receiver position. "He has special speed and very good quickness," an evaluator 
says. "He has strong work habits and has consistently improved every year." 
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PLAYMAKER 
SCORE 86.4% 
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O It ain't fancy, but the Ravens can use 

Q play-action to— ever so briefly— pause 
the defense and allow Perriman to speed 
past the secondary on a deep post. 



If a team stacks the box against 
Indy's two-TE set, either 
Oorsett or Hilton will feast on 
go routes in single coverage. 
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PLAYMAKER 
SCORE 58.8% 
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53 ROSTER PICKS 


OFFENSE 


• STARTER 

CAP HIT 

• ANDREW LUCKIND 

$7M 

NICK POLES STL 

$1.5M 

DEREK CARR OAK 

$1.2M 


O •KYLEJUSZCZYKBAL $660K 


C9 •LeSEAN McCOY BUF 

$5.5M 

Le'VEON BELL PIT 

$1.1M 

ALFRED MORRIS WAS 

$1.6M 

EDDIE LACY GB 

$925K 

CH •DeANDRE HOPKINS HOU 

$2.1M 

• ODELL BECKHAM JR. NYG 

$2.^M 

T.Y. HILTON IND 

$1.7M 

ALSHON JEFFERY CHI 

$1.^M 

KELVIN BENJAMIN CAR 

$1.7M 

•■• TRAVIS KELCE KC 

$85^K 

GREG OLSEN CAR 

$6.3M 

ZACH ERTZPHI 

$1.5M 

O VJAKE MATTHEWS ATL 

$3.7M 

• TYRON SMITH DAL 

$5M 

• TRAVIS FREDERICK DAL 

$1.9M 

• KYLE LONG CHI 

$2.3M 

• ZACK MARTIN DAL 

$2M 

LARRY WARFORD DEI 

$8^9K 

RICKYWAGNER BAL 

$621K 

JOELBITONIO CLE 

$1.2M 

SEANTREL HENDERSON BUF 

$523K 

DEFENSE 

CAP HIT 

•J.J. WATT HOU 

$1^M 

• NDAMUKONGSUH MIA 

$6.1M 

• JUSTIN HOUSTON KC 

$5.1M 

• AARON DONALD STL 

$2.3M 

MARCELL DAREUS BUF 

$8.1M 

OLIVIER VERNON MIA 

$1.7M 

SHELDON RICHARDSON NYJ 

$2.7M 

FLETCHER COX PHI 

$3.3M 

TYRONE CRAWFORD DAL 

$829K 

cm • LUKE KUECHLY CAR 

$^M 

• BOBBY WAGNER SEA 

$3M 

• JAMES LAURINAITIS STL 

$^.3M 

C.J. MOSLEY BAL 

$2M 

RYAN SHAZIER PIT 

$2.2M 

SIO MOORE OAK 

$8^1K 

cm •JOEHADEN CLE 

$11.7M 

• JANORIS JENKINS STL 

$1.6M 

DARIUS SLAY OET 

$1.^M 

JASON VERRETTSD 

$1.8M 

JUSTIN BETHEL ARI 

$689K 

cm •TASHAUN GIPSON CLE 

$2.^M 

• JOHNATHAN CYPRIEN JAC 

$1.5M 

GEORGE ILOKACIN 

$1.6M 

RON BROOKS BUF 

$760K 

O CONNOR BARTH DEN 

$7^5K 

O DAVE ZASTUDIL ARI 

$1.6M 

49 CLINT GRESHAM SEA 

$8^5K 


C9 De'ANTHONYTHOMASKC $6B3K 


DOMINIK'S TOTAL ROSTER $1^3,253,373 



ca 

LeSEAN McCOY buf 
CAP HIT: 

$5.5M 
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KYLEJUSZCZYK BAL 
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ANDREW LUCK IND 

$7M 






ca 

ODELL BECKHAM JR. NYG 

SUM 


TYRON SMITH DAL 


KYLE LONG CHI TRAVIS FREDERICK DAL ZACK MARTIN DAL JAKE MATTHEWS ATL 


$Z.3M SUM 


$2M $3.7M 
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53,373 GAN IIY 


We asked ESPN Insider and former Bucs GM 
Mark Dominik to build his ultimate 53-man 
roster. He could move players out of their natural 
positions, ignore the implications of long-term 
deals— basically, forget any rules but two: No 
rookies, and stay under the NFL’s $143.3M salary 
cap. Dominik then compiled this dream team, 
getting the most out of almost every penny. 
Someone give that man another franchise! 


ANDREW LUCK 

I doubt I'll be able to 
afford Luck on this team 
next year; he'll likely get 
a massive deal in the 
offseason. But for now, 
he's obviously on the 
roster and is a crucial 
leader in my QB room. 


cn» lesean mccoy 

I'm still a huge fan of 
one of the NFL's shiftiest 
players. He can make 
you miss in the open 
field, shows speed to go 
the distance and has 
fine hands to catch the 
ball out of the backfield. 


€S3DeANDRE HOPKINS 

Hopkins is a powerful 
receiver with some of 
the strongest hands in 
the game. He heads into 
his third season as the 
Texans' primary target, 
and I think he'll continue 
to dominate. 


CVJAKE MATTHEWS 

Matthews started 15 
games last year as a 
rookie, and I think he'll 
be the NFL's premier left 
tackle. He's a masterful 
technician, a great pick 
by the Falcons— and a 
bargain for me. 


GVZACK MARTIN 

Yes, another Cowboy 
[one of three OL 
starters], and he's a deal 
at $2M— a smart, sound 
young player who 
understands angles and 
leverage and fits very 
nicely on this roster. 




JOHNATHAN CYPRIEN JAC 

$UM 


CI9J.J.WATT 

He's the best defensive 
player in the league, so 
yes, I will pay almost 
$1^ million to get him 
on this roster, and I 
will pick the other 52 
players around him— 
and I'm happy to do so. 


I iiIBNDAMUKONGSUH 

f I took advantage of his 
; contract structure [next 
I year his cap hit is almost 
I $29M]. And come on, 

: Suh and Watt together? 
i This has the makings of 
i one of the best defensive 
i lines you could ever see. 


fEl LUKE KUECHLY 

A tackling machine 
[295 tackles over three 
years!] and an instinctive 
football player at middle 
linebacker. With his 
range and toughness, 
he'll be at the top of his 
game for a long time. 


CH3J0EHADEN 

Haden is sort of like 
Watt; he's worth saving 
money elsewhere. I 
think he's the best 
young corner in the NFL. 
With his athletic ability 
and speed, he can shut 
it down at this position. 


OTASHAUN GIPSON 

The Browns landed him 
as a UFA, then tagged 
him this year— the only 
reason I could afford 
him! He's an excellent 
young safety with the 
hands and ball skills to 
give QBs pause. 


FOR EXACT SALARIES AND MORE PLAYER BREAKDOWNS, GO TO ESPN.COM AND SEARCH "MARK DOMINIK' 
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loves the sport, but the further he steps away from the NFL, 
the more pointless and damaging it seems. And if his views spread, 
the game may never be the same. 


BY STEVE FAINARU AND MARK FAINARU-WADA PHOTOGRAPH BY 

AN OUTSIDE THE LINES COLLABORATION CLAYTON HAUCK 
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Borland [50], who 
led the ^9ers with 
108 tackles in 
201^, says even a 
textbook tackle 
can be dangerous. 



ONE DAV IN April, the NFL asked Chris Borland to take a random drug test. The timing of this request 
was, in a word, bizarre, sinee Borland, a San Francisco 49ers linebacker, had retired a month earlier 
after a I’emarkable rookie season. He said he feared getting brain damage if he continued to play. 

Borli ^nd had been amazed at the reaction to his decision, the implications of which many saw as a 
direct t tireat to the NFL. And now here was an email demanding that he pee in a cup before a league 
proctoi within 24 hours or fail the test. “I figured if I said no, people would think I was on drugs,” he 
said rM:ently. That, he believed, “would ruin my life.” As he thought about how to respond, Borland 
began I o wonder how random this drug test really was. 

What did the NFL still want with him? Nobody could have held out much hope that he’d change 
his mil d. On Friday, March 13, when Borland retired via email, he attached a suggested press release, 
thenjjiaffirmed his intentions in conversations with 49ers officials. Instead of announcing Borland’s 
retirement, the team sent him a bill— an unsubtle reminder that he’d have to return most of his 
$617,436 signing bonus if he followed through. That Monday, Borland, knowing he was forgoing at 
least $2.35 million, not to mention a promising career, made the announcement himself to Outside 
the Lines. He has since elaborated on the decision to everyone from Face the Nation to Charlie Rose 
to undergraduates at Wisconsin, where he was an All-American. 

Borland has consistently described his retirement as a pre-emptive strike to (hopefully) preserve his 
mental health. “If there were no possibility of brain damage. I’d still be playing,” he says. But buried 
deeper in his message are ideas perhaps even more threatening to the NFL and our embattled national 
sport. It’s not just that Borland won’t play football anymore. He’s reluctant to even watch it, he now 
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says, so disturbed is he by its inherent 
violence, the extreme measures that are 
required to stay on the field at the highest 
levels and the physical destruction 
he has witnessed to people he loves and 
admires— especially to their brains. 

Borland has complicated, even tortured, 
feelings about football that grow deeper 
the more removed he is from the game. 

He still sees it as an exhilarating sport that 
cultivates discipline and teamwork and 
brings communities and families together. 
“I don’t dislike football,” he insists. “I love 
football.” At the same time, he has come to 
view it as a dehumanizing spectacle that 
debases both the people who play it and 
the people who watch it. 

“Dehumanizing sounds so extreme, 
but when you’re fighting for a football 
at the bottom of the pile, it is kind of 
dehumanizing,” he said during a series 
of conversations over the spring and 
summer. “It’s like a spectacle of violence, 
for entertainment, and you’re the actors 
in it. You’re complicit in that: You put 
on the uniform. And it’s a trivial thing 
at its core. It’s make-believe, really. 

That’s the truth about it.” 

How one person can reconcile such 
opposing views of football— as both 
cherished American tradition and trivial 
activity so violent that it strips away our 
humanity— is hard to see. Borland, 24, 
is still working it out. He wants to be 
respectful to friends who are still playing 
and former teammates and coaches, but 
he knows that, in many ways, he is the 
embodiment of the growing conflict over 
football, a role that he is improvising, 
sometimes painfully, as he goes along. 

More than anything, Borland says 
he doesn’t want to tell anyone what to 
do. This is the central conflict of his 
post-football life. He rejected the sport. 


OUTSIDE THE LINES 

FOR MORE ON CHRIS BORLANO, 
WATCH OTL ON ESPN, 
SUNOAY,AUG. 23,AT9A.M. ET 
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a shocking public act that still T^^Krates, 
in tremors, from the NFL to its \^t 
pipeline of youth leagues. Yet he’s wary 
of becoming a symbol for all the people 
who want to end— or save— football. 

We trailed Borland for five months 
as he embarked on a journey that drove 
him deeper into the NFL’s concussion 
crisis and forced him to confront 
the sport in ways he avoided while 
playing. One day in June, he returned 
to Archbishop Alter High School in 
Kettering, Ohio, to visit with his old 
coach, Ed Domsitz. “We’re in a period 
now where, for the next 10 or 15 years, 
many of us, we need to figure out a 
way to save this game,” said Domsitz, 
a southwest Ohio legend who has 
coached for 40 years. 

Jovial and gray-haired, Domsitz was 
standing on the Alter practice field, 
a lake of synthetic green turf He tried 
to recruit Borland to his cause. 

“Why don’t you come back and coach 
the linebackers?” Domsitz asked. 

“We need to teach these kids the safe 
way to tackle.” 

“Some of my best tackles were the most 
dangerous!” Borland responded, laughing. 

“You’re exactly the kind of people we 
need,” the coach insisted. 

Borland lowered his head, embarrassed. 
“I can’t do that,” he said, almost inaudibly. 
“Maybe I could be the kicking coach.” 

Later, away from Domsitz, Borland 
explained: “I wouldn’t want to be charged 
with the task of making violence safer. 

I think that’s a really difficult thing to do.” 

In the months following his retirement, 
Borland has offered himself up as a 
human guinea pig to the many researchers 
who want to scan and study his post-NFL 
brain. He has met with the former vice 
chief of staff of the U.S. Army and 
with mental health experts at the Carter 
Center in Atlanta. He has literally 
shrunk, dropping 30 pounds from his 
248-pound playing weight while 
training for the San Francisco Marathon, 
which he ran in late July. 

As the Niners reported to training 
camp in July, Borland was examining 
the Book of Kells, a 1,200-year-old 
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manuscript, at the Trinity College Library in Dublin, the start 
of a six-week European vacation. 

In many ways, Borland is like any bright, ambitious recent 
college graduate who is trying to figure out the rest of his life. 

In other ways, he’s the most dangerous man in football. 

On that day baek in April, Borland stared hard at his 
iPhone, pondering what to do about the NFL’s summons to 
a post-retirement drug test. The league says it reserves the 
right to test players— even after they’ve retired— to ensure that 
they don’t dodge a test, then return. But given the stakes, 
and the NFL’s dubious history on concussions, it occurred to 
Borland that maybe, just maybe, he was being set up. 

“I don’t want to be a conspiracy theorist,” he says. “I just 
wanted to be sure.” Borland agreed to submit a urine sample 
to the NFL’s representative, who drove in from Green Bay 
and administered the test in the Wisconsin trainer’s room. 
Then he hired a private firm for $150 to test him independently. 
Both tests came back negative, according to Borland. 

“I don’t really trust the NFL,” he says. 


TOWARD THE END of his rookie season, 
Borland read League of Denial, our 2013 
book chronicling the NFL’s efforts to bury 
the concussion problem. After his last 
game, he contacted us through former 
St. Louis Cardinals linebacker David 
Meggyesy, who also walked away from 
the NFL, in 1969. Meggyesy wrote a 
best-selling memoir. Out of Their League, 
in which he described football as “one of 
the most dehumanizing experiences a 
person can face.” Borland, a history major 
at Wisconsin, had met Meggyesy during 
his senior year, after hearing him give 
a guest lecture titled “Sports, Labor and 
Social Justice in the 21st Century.” 

It’s tempting to draw parallels 
between Borland and Meggyesy, both 
of whom reject the NFL’s easy narrative 
of cartoon violence and heroic sacrifice. 
Late in his pro career, Meggyesy was 
benched for his political activism. 

At Wisconsin, in 2011, Borland was 
punished with extra conditioning 
for skipping class to protest Republican 
Gov. (and current presidential 
candidate) Scott Walker, who was 
trying to limit collective bargaining 
for publie employees. Borland marched 
with three cousins, one a teacher, and 
carried a sign that read: recall walker. 

But there are signifieant differences 
between the two men. Meggyesy linked 
his retirement to the politics of the 
anti-war and civil rights movements. 
Borland, a more reluctant activist, is 
concerned primarily with public health. 
“I’m not really interested in fighting 
anything,” he says. “But there are former 
players who are struggling. And certainly 
there are kids that are gonna play in the 
future. So if my story can help them in 
any way. I’d like to find a way to do that.” 

Borland reached out to us back in 
February because, as he contemplated 
retirement, he hoped to speak with 
researchers who appeared in League 
of Denial. One was Robert Stern, a 
neurology professor at Boston University, 
the leading institution for the study of 
chronie traumatic encephalopathy, or 
GTE. Over the past decade, the disease has 
been found in the brains of 87 out of the 
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Borland started his 
Wisconsin career in 
2009 as a special- 
teams wedge buster 
before becoming an 
All-American and 
the ^9ers' third- 
round pick in 201^. 


91 dead NFL players who were examined. 

“I’m concerned to the point of 
contemplating retirement, despite only 
playing one year in the pros,” Borland 
wrote Stern in an email. They arranged to 
speak by phone on March 13. According 
to Borland, Stern told him that he could 
already have brain damage “that might 
manifest later”; damage that could 
worsen as a result of “a thousand or 
1,500 hits every fall for 10 years.” Stern 
says he also cautioned Borland that the 
science was still limited. “He said if there 
was an increased risk of him not being 
able to play with his kids, he didn’t want 
to take that risk,” Stern recalls. 

Borland says his conversation with 


Stern sealed his decision. He retired 
later that day. 

Borland told Stern that he hoped to use 
his experience “to help science.” His 
participation in concussion research has 
become a big part of his journey to find a 
meaningful role for himself after football. 
He is a highly coveted research subject 
because he is neither old nor dead and 
because he was recently exposed to 
NFL-grade head trauma. 

One of his first post-retirement stops 
was a meeting with Stern. 

“This is going to be a weird day for 
you,” Stern told Borland as he began a day 
of testing on April 30 at the Boston 
University School of Medicine. 



Bolted to the front of the redbrick 
building was a metal sign that read: 
TRUTH ABOVE EVERYTHING. Stem Sat 
behind his desk in his office in a coat and 
tie. Like many concussion researchers, 
he has a complicated relationship with 
the NFL. Stern, who once accused the 
league of a “cover-up,” says he now has 
a pending application for a $17 million 
CTE study funded by the NFL through 
the National Institutes of Health. 

On this April day. Stern still seemed 
floored by Borland’s decision. 

“One of the things you asked me was. 
What do we know? What are the risks?’ 
And I think I said about 100 times 
during our conversation: T just don’t 
know!”’ Stern told Borland, who wore 
jeans and multicolored Hoka running 
shoes and sipped coffee from a paper 
cup. “A decision to stop having exposure 
to repetitive hits to your head is, in my 
mind, a really, um, unbelievable decision. 
Not necessarily the right decision for 
everyone. I just wanted to make sure 
we’re on the same page again.” 

“Absolutely,” Borland said. “I under- 
stand correlation isn’t causation and 
I’m just removing myself from the risks. 

I know I could be wrong.” 

“I guess better safe than sorry,” 

Stern said. 

“Exactly.” 

Borland was ushered into a separate 
room, where a graduate assistant 
peppered him with questions about his 
employment and concussion history. 

Borland had said previously that 
he had two diagnosed concussions— 
one that knocked him out during 
eighth-grade soccer, another while 
playing football his sophomore year 
at Archbishop Alter. 

“Some people have the misconception 
that concussions occur only after you 
black out when you get a hit to the head 
or to your body,” the graduate assistant 
told him. “But in reality, concussions have 
occurred any time you’ve had any 
symptoms for any period of time.” She 
ticked them off: blurred vision, seeing 
stars, sensitivity to light or noise, 
headaches, dizziness, etc. 
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THIS SEASON'S NOT LOOKING PROMISING. I PONT 
THINK rve EVER BEEN MORE DOWN ABOUT 
A TEAM. OUR QUARTERBACK'S OVER THE HILL* 
IT^S BEEN YEARS SINCE HE WAS ANY 
GOOD, WE‘V£ lost ALL OUR STUDS ON 
DEFENSE. NOW irS GOT MORE HOLES THAN 
SWISS CHEESE. OUR DRAFT PICK WILL 
NEVER PAN OUT* THE O-LINE'S A JOKE. 
THE FAN BASE IS DWINDLING. PLAYOFFS? 

NO WAY. NO HOW» WE*RE LUCKY IF 
WE SNEAK OUT WITH FIVE WINS. 
QUITE HONESTLY? WE MIGHT NOT 
WIN A GAME. THIS ISN'T OUR YEAR. 

THIS SEASON’S LOOKING REAL 
PROMISING. I DON'T THINK I'VE EVER 
BEEN MORE PUMPED ABOUT A 
TEAM. OUR QUARTERBACK’S A WILY 
VETERAN. IT’S BEEN YEARS SINCE 
HE'S LOOKED THIS GOOD. WE'VE 
DROPPED ALL THE DEAD WEIGHT 
ON DEFENSE. NOW WE’RE LOADED 
WITH GRADE-A TALENT. OUR DRAFT 
PICK WILL DEFINITELY TURN SOME 
HEADS. THE O-LINE'S THE REAL 
DEAL. THE FAN BASE IS GROWING. 
PLAYOFFS? NO DOUBT IN MY 
MIND. WE’RE LOOKING AT TEN 
WINS EASY YOU KNOW WHAT? 

WE MIGHT GO UNDEFEATED. 

THIS 1$ FINALLY OUR YEAR. 



DUNKIN' 

DONUTS 


II 


im** 



irSAGAMLIT’SMAKEHIEUEVE. 
AND TO THINK THAT PEOPLE 
HAVE DRAIN DAMAOE FROM 
COME MADE-UP DAME.” 

CHRIS BORLAND 


“Based on that definition, how many 
concussions do you think you’ve had?” 
she asked. 

Borland paused. 

“I don’t know, 30?” he said finally. 
“Yeah, I think 30’s a good estimate.” 

The exam lasted most of the day. When 
Stern contacted him later, he told Borland 
that BU could detect no current effects 
from his decade of playing tackle football. 

Over the next two months, Borland 
turned over his brain to the scrutiny of 
several researchers— some traditional, 
some not. After undergoing exams at 
UCLA and Johns Hopkins University in 
Baltimore, on May 13 he flew to Orange 
County, California, to see Dr. Daniel 
Amen, the psychiatrist who heads the 
Amen Clinic in Costa Mesa. Amen has 
treated hundreds of NFL players, many 
of whom swear by him. His methods are 
unproven, though, and some people in 
the medical community regard him as a 
quack. Borland wanted to see for himself. 

Upon arriving, he found himself trailed 
by cameras for a show that Amen, wearing 
black jeans, a black T-shirt and pancake 
makeup, was apparently trying to sell to 
TV. The medical exam included a visit to 
the clinic’s director of research, a UCLA 
neurobiology Ph.D. (and a former model, 
whom Amen said he initially included in 
his NFL study to attract subjects). She 
slipped a rubber cap over Borland’s head 
to measure his brain’s electrical activity. 

As the cameras rolled, Amen’s wife, Tana, 
dressed in a red cocktail dress, declared to 
a bemused Borland, “What I really want 


to say to you is: You are a brain warrior. 
You’re a brain warrior!” 

That kind of thing happens a lot to 
Borland. He’s so polite, so eager to be 
helpful, he finds himself in uncomfortable 
situations. “I think this whole world of 
brain injury and football is more political 
than I anticipated,” he says. “And I 
don’t want to be a part of that in any way.” 
Borland turned down a request to 
promote the upcoming Will Smith 
movie. Concussion, and has rejected 
numerous endorsements. “I don’t 
want to monetize head injury in football,” 
he says. “I think that attacks your 
legitimacy to a certain degree.” 

Two weeks after he visited Amen, 
Borland drove the two hours from the 
Bay Area to Sacramento to participate in 
a fundraiser for a paralyzed semipro 
player. He found himself in the middle 
of a sad pep rally that, oddly, showcased 
potential concussion remedies while 
celebrating the sport that causes the 
injury. Tables manned by people touting 
treatments like “CranioSacral Therapy” 
and “Bowenwork” touch stimulation 
lined the half-filled ballroom of the 
Red Lion hotel. 

''Who’s got it better than us?” shouted 
an auctioneer, trying to fire up the crowd 
with the slogan made famous by former 
49ers coach Jim Harbaugh. 

“Nobody,” the fans responded tepidly. 
The bidding on a Borland-signed football 
stopped at $500, at which point Borland, 
wearing tan slacks and a solid blue tie, 
hurled it softly to the winner. The man 


told Borland that he appreciated the 
“bravery” of his decision to retire— then 
asked for the ball to be made out to his 
nephew, who was just starting to play 
high school football. 

Borland wondered whether he was the 
only one attending the event who saw its 
irony. “You don’t have to promote the 
game to help people who have been hurt 
by it,” he said. 

Part of the confusion is that, even 
though he walked away from the NFL, 
football people— fans, players, coaches— 
still consider him one of them. They find 
it inconceivable that someone who was 
so tough and played the game so hard 
doesn’t buy into the hype, which 
Borland, somewhat derisively, calls “the 
overwhelming tide of marketing about 
how great and awesome football is.” 
Borland scoffs at the oft-repeated cliches 
about football’s unique ability to impart 
wisdom. “It’s too bad Gandhi never 
played football,” he said one afternoon. 
“Maybe he would have picked up some 
valuable lessons.” 

BORLAND HIMSELF ONCE seemed as if he 
might have been created in an NFL factory. 

He grew up in Kettering, a Dayton 
suburb, which he described in a paper for 
a UW history course as “a top down, 
planned neighborhood of mostly white 
middle-class people.” Borland’s father, 
Jeff, who played linebacker for a year at 
Miami (Ohio), is a plain-speaking 
investment adviser. Zebbie, Borland’s 
ebullient mom, teaches cooking classes at 
a local market. He is the sixth of seven 
children (one girl, followed by six boys) 
who routinely battered one another in a 
variety of neighborhood contests until 
night fell and their tree-lined street 
twinkled with fireflies. 

The Borlands are a tight-knit family 
of independent thinkers, with political 
views that run the spectrum from red 
to blue. “We’ll get together and talk 
politics for six hours on a Friday night- 
yelling, cussing at each other— and the 
next day everybody will be fine,” says 
Mark Borland, a Dayton attorney and the 
third-oldest Borland sibling. “It’s almost a 
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time-honored tradition on the holidays.” 

Chris went through childhood known 
as Little Borland, quiet and shy but also 
freakishly athletic and physical. “He 
came out ready to fight,” says Joe 
Borland, a U.S. Army JAG officer who is 
12 years older than Chris. Jeff forbade the 
boys to play tackle football until they 
turned 14, partly out of concerns about 
concussions. “I was always big on 
technique and the fundamentals,” he says. 
“And that didn’t necessarily get coached 
by dad coaches in peewee leagues.” Chris 
played basketball and soccer through 
eighth grade, excelling against older boys, 
but he yearned for more contact. “Once 
he gets a taste of football, he’s gonna love 
it,” Jeff told Zebbie. 

At Archbishop Alter, Borland did love 
to hit, but he was known as much for 
flights of improvisational genius. He 
played running back almost exclusively 
until his senior year, when Domsitz, his 
coach, created the Borland Rule, 
installing him on defense at rover 
whenever opposing teams crossed the 
50. Borland’s most memorable play, still 
a local legend, came against Fairmont, 
Alter’s crosstown rival. On third and 
short, he launched himself over the line, 
turned a somersault in midair and 
pulled down the running back from 
behind as his feet hit the ground. The 
play has been viewed nearly 222,000 
times on YouTube. 

Borland was ignored by top Division I 
schools, who saw him as small and 
unremarkable. Ohio State was 80 miles 
up Interstate 70, but the Buckeyes 
weren’t interested, and neither, really, 
was Borland. He pinned his hopes on 
Wisconsin, his grandfather’s school. 

Bret Bielema, now at Arkansas, was 
the coach at Wisconsin when Borland 
showed up at a camp in Madison. “I sat 
and watched him for three days, and 
he must have made 20 interceptions, 
made every play known to man, punted 
60 yards, kicked 30-yard field goals,” 
Bielema recalls. “I just sat there with 
my jaw dropped.” 

When the camp ended, Bielema invited 
Borland, his brother Joe and their sister. 



Sarah, to his office. When Bielema offered Borland a scholarship, 
Borland leaped out of his chair to hug the startled coach. 

Borland, of course, would later walk away from millions, but at 
the time he was so excited to play football for nothing that he 
celebrated in the stadium parking lot with a standing backflip. 

"IT'S INTOXIC ATI NG« IT'S a drug, a drug that gives you the most 
incredible feeling there is,” Borland was sa 3 dng. “Outside of 
sexual intercourse, there’s probably nothing like it. But fun is the 
wrong word for it. I don’t consider football fun. It’s not like a 
water park, or a baseball game.” 

It was early July, and Borland sat on the patio of the Wisconsin 
student union, sipping a tall beer on a warm night. The school 
sits between two lakes, Mendota and Monona, and boats bobbed 
in the shimmering water. Borland graduated in 2013, but he 
frequently returns to Madison. 

Borland’s football addiction, as he calls it, flourished on the 
turf at Wisconsin’s Camp Randall Stadium, and ultimately, his 
disillusionment with the sport began there. An unknown when 
he arrived, he left as the Big Ten defensive player of the year. 
Undersized, with stubby T-Rex arms, he bludgeoned people, 
once hitting a Michigan State receiver so hard, Clowney-style, 
he separated him from his helmet and do-rag. Borland forced 
15 career fumbles, one shy of the FBS record. He seemed to play 
in a state of ecstasy: Matt Lepay, a Badgers broadcaster, looked 
over at practice one day and saw Borland catching rapid-fire 
passes from a JUGS gun with his feet. 

Bielema left Wisconsin for Arkansas at the end of Borland’s 
junior year. He became emotional as he described receiving a 
handwritten letter from Borland. On one side was a list of all of 
Borland’s accomplishments. “On the other side,” Bielema said, 
choking back tears, “he wrote, ‘None of these things would have 
been accomplished if you hadn’t given me a chance.’” 

Off the field, Borland was hard to pin down— complex, quietly 


opinionated, a voice of conscience in the 
locker room. “I’ve tried to describe Chris 
to other guys, because guys want to know 
about him, and it’s tough,” says Mike 
Taylor, who played linebacker alongside 
Borland. “He doesn’t really do anything 
for himself. And everything he’s done is 
thought out— the pros and the cons. He 
doesn’t put people down. If there’s a joke, 
he’ll laugh, but if it’s too harsh, he’d be 
the one to say, ‘Hey, that’s not funny, you 
shouldn’t say that.’ And guys would listen 
or shut up and say they were sorry. That’s 
who he was.” In the fall semester of his 
senior year alone, Borland put in 125 
hours at local hospitals and schools, 
according to Kayla Gross, who organized 
volunteer work for Badgers athletes. “It 
will probably go down in history as the 
most volunteer hours ever” by an athlete 
at the school, she says. 

In fact, Borland was leading something 
of a double life. Publicly, he was a 
football star, happy and fulfilled. 
Privately, he was taking an increasingly 
critical look at his sport. 

Borland began at Wisconsin as a wedge 
buster on kickoffs, a task he compared to 
“bowling, but it’s people doing it.” After 
blowing up a wedge against Wofford, he 
couldn’t remember the rest of the game, 
including his own blocked punt, which 
led to a touchdown. That night, unable to 
eat, his head pounding, Borland had a 
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teammate wake him up every few hours, 
fearing he’d lapse into a coma. He never 
told the coaches or trainers. That 
Monday, he was named co-Big Ten 
special-teams player of the week. “That’s 
one of those things where, when you step 
away from the game and you look at it, it’s 
like, ‘Oh my god,’ you know?” Borland 
says. “But it makes sense to you when 
you’re 18 and you’ve dedicated your life to 
it and the most important thing to you is 
to get a good grade on special teams.” 

Near the end of his freshman year, 
Borland discovered Toradol, the contro- 
versial painkiller used widely in college 
and the pros. “It was life-changing,” he 
told the BU researchers, chuckling, when 
they took his medical history. The U.S. 
Food and Drug Administration warns 
that Toradol should be used sparingly, for 
severe acute pain. Borland, who had 
shoulder surgery three times while at 
Wisconsin, said he would sometimes use 
the drug every other game. 

Some of Borland’s teammates were 
worse off, and that concerned him more. 
Taylor, his close friend, was also one of 
the best linebackers in the nation, twice 
all-conference, a future pro. But it 
became harder and harder for Taylor to 
stay on the field. In 2011, he tore his 
meniscus on a blitz against Minnesota. 
The Monday after the game, he had knee 
surgery to remove half of it. 

The next Saturday, with Wisconsin 
fighting for the Big Ten title, Taylor 
played against Illinois. “I remember that 
morning I was thinking, ‘This is f— ing 
stupid. What am I doing?”’ he recalls. 
“They shot Toradol in my ass. And I 
remember covering up my knee with 
bandages, just so I couldn’t see blood. 
The first half was shaky for me. If you 
watch the game film, it’s like, ‘This dude 
should not be playing football.’ ” 

Taylor says no one tried to stop him. 

“I think it was mostly my fault,” he says. 
“I was waiting for them to say, ‘Hey, 
you’re out of here. This is kind of sad. 
And not smart.’ But I was kind of in a 
position to dictate. I guess the coaches 
had trust in me.” He thinks he took 
another shot of Toradol at halftime. 


“After the game, I finally took everything 
off, and there was just blood dripping 
down,” he says. “The hair was matted 
down because of all the compression on it, 
the tape, the glue, and there was still blood 
coming down. I remember the coaches 
coming by, going, ‘Great game! Can’t 
believe what you just did!”’ 

The next season, Taylor developed a 
hernia but continued to play. Wisconsin 
faced Stanford in the Rose Bowl that year. 
“I’m just laying on the table before the 
game, buck naked, just taking shots of 
s — I don’t even know,” he says. “Taking 
pills, putting straps on, putting Icy Hot 
on. People were coming in and looking at 
me like I’m a f— ing robot, like I’m dead.” 

Taylor had surgery after that season. 
After recovering, he signed with the 
Seattle Seahawks, but he is currently 
unable to play because of a bone 
condition in his hip and has been 
waived. He is 25 and has had 10 surger- 
ies. (Wisconsin declined to comment 
specifically on Borland or Taylor but said 
in a statement that injured athletes are 
allowed back on the field only after 
medical staff deem them “fit to return.” 
The school added, “The limited usage of 
Toradol is administered by our team 
physicians and closely monitored.”) 

Taylor says he and Borland often joked 
about their injuries. “You might be in so 
much pain that you’d just be laughing 
because it was so stupid what we were 
doing,” he says. “I think after a while, Chris 
just thought, ‘This is stupid, this is stupid, 
this is stupid.’ And it got to the point, with 
his head, where there was just too much 
stupid going on. And he finally left.” 

Asked whether he thought Taylor’s 
characterization was fair, Borland 
replied: “Yeah.” 

“People make the analogy to war a lot, 
and I have two brothers in the Army,” 
Borland says. “Getting a TBI [traumatic 
brain injury] and having post-traumatic 
stress from war, well, that’s a more 
important cause. Football is an elective. 

It’s a game. It’s make-believe. And to think 
that people have brain damage from some 
made-up game. The meaninglessness of it, 
you draw the line at brain damage.” 


Borland rarely shares his concerns 
with other players, not wanting to preach 
or judge. The public nature of his 
decision is the most uncomfortable part 
for him. “I think sometimes people don’t 
know how to act around me now,” he 
says. “Sometimes I feel almost like I’m 
consoling people, you know? Like, ‘Hey, 
it’s gonna be OK.’” 

He has come to dread public events 
connected to football, where people are 
likely to tiptoe around his decision, as if 
he has an illness, or, worse, they lecture 
him about football. 

On July 9, Borland drove in his family’s 
Honda Accord from Madison to Chicago 
for a UW fundraiser. The night was warm, 
and Wisconsin alums filled the terrace of 
the Chicago Club, overlooking Lake 
Michigan. “I’m not ready for this,” 

Borland said as he walked off the elevator 
to the murmur of hundreds of people. 

In a corner, attendees struck the pose 
next to Ron Dayne’s Heisman Trophy. 

The tables were covered with UW football 
helmets, white and Badgers red, and four 
cheerleaders mingled in the crowd. 

Borland had just arrived when he ran 
into a prominent alum, Wade Fetzer. 

“Soooo,” Fetzer said. “You’re going 
through a big transition.” 

“Yeah,” Borland said. 

“But this is a huge issue. And you 
brought it to a head!” 

Borland went straight to the bar 
and ordered a vodka and lemonade. 
People descended on him, friends, old 
teammates, and soon he was at ease. As 
part of the event, Lepay, the Badgers 
broadcaster, interviewed Wisconsin 
athletic director Barry Alvarez, who 
coached the football team for 16 years. 
Lepay asked Alvarez about the college 
football playoff system, the search for 
a replacement for retiring basketball 
coach Bo Ryan, the importance of 
recruiting good students. There was no 
mention that one of the finest football 
players in the school’s history had 
recently abandoned the sport. 

Later, as the evening wound down, we 
asked Alvarez about Borland. He sounded 
slightly defensive. “It was never an 
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indictment against football ” he said. 

“He just ehose not to play, and I respect 
that decision. But there was never an 
indietment of football.” 

For his part, Borland seemed sad as he 
deseribed the conflict he has created. 

“On one level, it’s great to see every- 
body, and these are my best friends 
in the world,” he said. “And then on 
another level, there is this issue at hand. 
I’m the human representation of the 
confliet in their mind. And that might 
never ehange.” 

SHORTLY AFTER HE was drafted by the 
49ers in the third round last year, 

Borland attended the annual rookie 
orientation put on by the NFL. The 
league tries to prepare young players for 
what to expect on and off the field, and it 
brought in two prominent retired players 
to give the rookies adviee. 

“Get yourself a fall guy,” Borland says 
one of the former players advised. The 
former player, whom Borland deelined to 
name, told the rookies that if they ran 
into legal trouble, their designated 
fall guy would be there to take the blame 
and, if necessary, go to jail. “We’ll bail 
him out,”’ Borland says the former player 
assured them. 

Borland was appalled. “I was just 
sitting there thinking, ‘Should I walk out? 


What am I supposed to do?”’ he recalls. He says he didn’t leave 
the room because he didn’t want to eause a scene, but the 
incident stayed with him. 

Borland’s only eonneetion to the NFL now is through his 
friends and his bank aecount. His finaneial situation isn’t 
desperate, but it’s not what many people think it is. The 49ers 
paid him $420,000 in salary last year (the NFL minimum) plus 
his $ 617,436 signing bonus. Minus taxes and eontributions to his 
eharitable trust, he took home about $550,000— but still has that 
bill for more than $463,000 of his signing bonus. Borland, who 
led the 49ers in tackles last year, used a performance bonus to 
pay the first installment and still owes more than $300,000, due 
over the next two years. (It helps that Borland is the Donald 
Trump of frugality. Despite grossing well over $1 million last year, 
he rented a room in a Silieon Valley condo for $800 a month. 

One night he was FaeeTiming with his mother, who got a glimpse 
of the bare walls, the reading lamp on the floor. “Chris, are you in 
the hospital?” she asked.) 

In his own quiet way, Borland is presenting a counter- 
narrative to the one presented every week during football 
season— the narrative created by five TV networks, including 
ESPN, and myriad websites, publieations and talk shows ... 
the narrative that only $10 billion in revenue ean buy. 

Whether you agree with him or not, the effect is like stepping 
into a different reality. 

Shortly after he retired, Borland was invited to attend the 
National Summit on Sports Concussion in Los Angeles. Once 
he accepted, the organizers used his name (“Chris Borland, 
former NFL player”) to promote the event. Borland told them 
to stop. He didn’t want to be seen as endorsing the idea that 
football can be made safe. 

The morning of the conference, about 150 trainers, 
neurosurgeons and biomedieal engineers gathered in a large 


room at the Renaissance Hotel. Borland, 
reluetantly, had agreed to make a 
few remarks to kiek off the event, along 
with Ryan Neee, the former Tampa 
Bay linebaeker. 

Neee exhorted the researchers to make 
football safe. “It is our responsibility to 
use our expertise and our experienees to 
find ways to make the game safer, better, 
stronger and more exciting,” he told 
them. “Beeause of the power in this room, 
that can happen.” 

No, it ean’t, Borland told the research- 
ers, contradieting Neee and, by extension, 
one of the main reasons behind the 
eonference. “I made a decision a few 
months ago to walk away from football 
based on not only what I’d eome to learn 
but also what I’d experieneed,” he said. 
“The game may be safer; you can make an 
argument about that. My experience over 
my five years at Wiseonsin and my one 
year in the NFL was that there were times 
where I couldn’t play the game safely. 
There are positive measures we ean take 
... but on a lead play, on a power play, 
there’s violenee.” 

Borland says distancing himself from 
the sport has helped him see it more 
elearly. And he is more disturbed by what 
he sees. One night, before he drove to 
Stanford to hear Meggyesy speak, we 
joined Borland for dinner at a Palo Alto 
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taco joint, Tacolicious. He wore a hoodie 
and jeans and looked like a grad student. 
(The only vestiges of Borland’s NFL 
body are his calves, which still resemble 
footballs, in size and shape.) The 
conversation turned to Meggyesy’s expose 
of the NFL and its characterization that 
pro football is dehumanizing. 

The following exchange occurred: 

Question: “Do you agree?” 

Answer: “Well, the combine is about 
as much as a human being can be treated 
like a piece of meat in 21st-century 
America. You walk onstage in your 
underwear. You walk room to room, where 
sometimes five doctors are pulling on 
different parts of your body while you’re 
in your underwear and talking about you 
like you’re not there. So, yeah. I mean, it’s 
like cattle. They’re in the cattle business. 
It’s how well your body can perform.” 

Question: “But you obviously love the 
sport. So how do you reconcile that 
feeling with the parts that you love?” 

Answer: “I think by compartmental- 
izing. I would say, ‘This comes along 
with it.’ At times I would think, ‘How 
can I slam this guy in his face and then 
be a gentleman Monday through 
Saturday?’ By compartmentalizing and 
then going to that place on game day. 
But I don’t think there’s any such thing. 
If you’re violent, you’re violent.” 

Question: “Do you think the game 
brings out things in ourselves that are 
already there?” 

Answer: “I don’t know if Aristotle’s 
cathartic theory— that we’re still really 
hunter-gatherers, with fangs and eyes in 
front of our skulls— I don’t know if 
[football] finds an outlet for that or it 
promotes that. If it’s natural, maybe we 
should express it in other ways, not 
necessarily partaking in the violence. 
Because that’s what the game is sold on. 

I don’t know if we should promote that. I 
don’t think we should bury it either, but 
maybe we should find another way to 
express our physical nature.” 

For now, that’s as close as Borland will 
come to saying football should be banned. 
But he thinks the NFL’s current mantra- 
making football safer— is silly and 



Even as Borland 
prepared to play at 
New Orleans in 
November— he'd 
make a team-high 
17 tackles— he had 
an idea his career 
would not be long. 


pointless. Once you admit that, he 
believes, it’s merely a matter of how much 
risk you’re willing to take by playing. 

The concussion that led Borland to 
retire came on a routine play, and 
that’s precisely his point: Unlike riding 
a bike or driving a car, where head 
injuries occur by accident, in football 
the danger increases by doing every- 
thing right. During a preseason 
practice, he stuffed the lead blocker, 
6-foot-4, 293-pound fullback Will 
Tukuafu. Borland— 5 inches shorter 
and 50 pounds lighter— buried the 
crown of his helmet into Tukuafu’s chin 
and stood him up. He walked away 
dazed for several minutes. He began to 
wonder how many times his brain 
would be subjected to the same injury 
and what the lasting effect might be. 

“It raised the question, ‘When will 
it stop?”’ he says. 

In February, Borland’s sister, Sarah, 
his oldest sibling, sent him an article on 
Boston University researcher Ann 
McKee, who warns that “sub-concussive” 
hits— the kind that occur on every play— 
might be the primary cause of brain 
damage in football. 

“I’m way ahead of you,” Borland 
wrote back. 

Now, five months after his historic 
decision, Borland finds himself whip- 


sawed by football’s various stakeholders. 
It can leave him indecisive and, at times, 
uncertain where to turn. “It’s not a fun 
thing to do, completely miserable, really,” 
he said one day. “You just catch s — 
constantly, for the most innocent things.” 
When the BU-affiliated Sports Legacy 
Institute recently asked him to endorse 
its campaign to eliminate heading in 
youth soccer, Borland agonized over the 
decision. Eventually, he agreed because 
“personally it makes a lot of sense to me. 

I just don’t want to be that guy who 
rains on everyone’s parade. I love sports 
so much and grew up playing every sport 
under the sun, and it was pure bliss. 

To fundamentally change a sport 
or to encourage people to do that, it’s 
a little intrusive.” 

He says he knows some people probably 
blame him for contributing to the 
“pussification” of football. “I think in the 
eyes of a lot of circles, especially within 
football. I’m the soft guy,” he says. “But 
I’m fine with being the soft, healthy guy.” 

Both of Borland’s parents seem done 
with football. “I’m just watching car 
crashes; I don’t even see the game,” 

Jeff says. Zebbie says she recently read 
a book set in ancient Rome and “it was 
so similar to the football stadium, 
with all the fans cheering in the back- 
ground and bringing the gladiators in. 
And I thought, ‘We’re just repeating 
history, over and over again.’ It’s an 
American pastime, but it’s hurting 
people. So it’s not worth it anymore to 
me.” The question is how far their son 
will be willing to go. 

“I’m conflicted,” Chris Borland says. 

“I don’t want to tell a l6-year-old who’s 
passionate about playing football to stop, 
or his parents who are passionate to 
stop. But I don’t know if I’ll have my 
kids play either. I don’t think it’s 
black-and-white quite yet.” Recently, a 
friend of Borland’s mother sought 
guidance from him on whether her son 
should play football. Borland said he was 
comfortable providing information but 
not advice. “I’m not going to help people 
parent their children,” he says. “I took 
the stance personally to not do it; I 
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walked the walk. But it’s not my place to 
tell anyone else what to do.” 

His father isn’t so sure. “Somebody 
sooner or later is going to ask him, ‘Yes or 
no?”’ Jeff says. “Just, ‘Yes or no?’ And you 
are going to have to answer it.” 

0NJULY30« as the 49ers prepared to open 
training camp, Borland touched down in 
Cork, Ireland. He was planning to spend 
six weeks in Europe. He carried with him 
one pair of black pants (which he was 
wearing), six shirts, six pairs of underwear 
and socks, stuffed into a black backpack 
with his iPod (nano), laptop, journal and a 
Kindle, on which he was reading The 
Metamorphosis, the Franz Kafka novella. 

Borland walked to a nearby Travelodge, 
pausing to take a picture of a life-size 
statue of Christy Ring, a local hurling 
legend. There will be no statues built 
for Borland, of course, and that seems 
fine with him. Informed that the 
Travelodge was booked, he decided to 
walk five miles into Cork, which is 
not unlike landing at LaGuardia Airport 
and deciding to walk into Manhattan. 

Nights in Cork are brisk. Borland, 
who had no jacket or sweater, cloaked 
himself in a beige British Airways 
blanket he had taken off the plane. 

He spent the entire night walking the 
charming Irish city, listening to Van 
Morrison, crossing the River Lee, 
climbing the hills dotted with row 
houses bathed in pastels, a sensation 
he described, euphorically, as “floating.” 

Borland said it’s a coincidence he 
decided to leave the States at the exact 
moment our fevered obsession with 
football begins anew. But you have to 
wonder. Had Borland stayed in football, 
he would have been a big part of the 
49ers’ fall story; you could have written it 
in your sleep. Now someone else will have 
to replace Patrick Willis, who retired a 
week before Borland, and someone will 
write that story. Borland, meanwhile, was 
in Europe, alone and anonymous. 

Borland paused when he was asked 
what he wants the rest of his life to be. 
“That’s the hardest question in the world,” 
he said one afternoon while eating lunch 



Borland, here with 
his nieces in 
Kettering, Ohio, 
wants to be able to 
play with his 
own kids one day. 


in Edinburgh, Scotland. “It’s like, ‘What’s 
the meaning of life?’ I just want to be 
honest. There’s no worldly possessions 
that really excite me. I don’t need 
prestige. I just want to do something 
where I can feel confident that I’m 
making the world a better place.” 

During the summer, Borland was 
driving from California to Ohio when he 
picked up an audiobook of Jimmy 
Carter’s Beyond the White House: Waging 
Peaee, Fighting Disease, Building Hope. 
The book mentioned Rosalynn’s Carter’s 
mental health initiative. Borland was so 
moved he cold-called the Carter Center in 
Atlanta and arranged a meeting, which 
he called “one of the best days of my life.” 
He is cutting short his trip to attend a 
September symposium there. 

It seems clear that Borland is seeking 
a role at the intersection of football and 
mental health, at least for the time 
being. That is not good news for the 
NFL. Not everyone will agree with 
Borland. People will call him soft and 
accuse him of trying to ruin the national 
sport. But many will listen. Last 
December a poll conducted by Bloomberg 
Politics revealed that 50 percent of 
Americans would not want their sons to 
play football. Borland’s decision has 
loomed over a spate of recent early 
retirements, including Patriots offensive 
lineman Dan Connolly and 49ers 
offensive tackle Anthony Davis, who said 


he was taking at least one year off. It’s 
hard to ignore a man who walked away 
from millions of dollars simply because 
he thought football was bad for his 
health and, in the end, morally suspect. 
What parent wouldn’t stop to listen, if 
only for a moment? 

And, as anyone can see, the non-football 
life agrees with him. “This is like a 
movie, like it’s not even real,” he said, 
standing next to the remains of a 
16th-century castle on the Scottish coast 
in the late afternoon. Rain, pouring out of 
slate clouds, lashed the Firth of Clyde 
and the deep green hills, but everything 
was somehow cast in an unearthly glow. 

The night before, Borland had been out 
drinking in Dublin. He found himself at a 
packed oval-shaped bar. Millstone, near 
Trinity College, sampling ales and 
whiskey. Behind him was a friendly, 
low-key bachelor party, and soon he was 
introduced to the group. One man, a Brit 
named Matt, bought him a glass of 
Midleton Very Rare, an expensive Irish 
whiskey, and explained that he worked for 
TaylorMade, the golf manufacturer. 

“So, what is it that you do?” Matt 
asked Borland. 

Borland paused. 

“I’m between jobs,” he replied. □ 


Dave Lubbers, a producer in ESPN's 
Enterprise and Investigative Unit, 
contributed to this report. 
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Team outlooks by Mike Sando, ESPN Insider 
Daily Fantasy picks by Mike Clay, ESPN Insider, Pro Football Focus 
Big Offseason Moves by Scott Kacsmar, Football Outsiders 




♦PROJECTIONS provided by ESPN Stats & Informatioa calculated by simulating the season 10,000 times using its 
NFL Football Power Index. Calculations assume Tom Brady s four-game suspension is upheld. Super Bowl odds from 
Westgate Las Vegas SuperBook. 

STATS KEY 

QBR Measures the degree to which a guarterback contributes to his team s points scored and games won. 

Based on a scale of 0 to 100, with 50 being average. 

EPA [extra points added] Measures the points above average that an offense or defense contributes to its team s scoring. 
DVOA [defense-adjusted value over average] Compares success on each play to the league average, based on a number 
of variables, including down, distance, field location, current score gap, guarter and opponent guality. 
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AFC EAST 


1 NEW ENGLAND 



NO WORRIES HERE 

You think some four-game 
suspension will stop the Foxborough 
machine? Tom Brady will be back, 
and he's one of the best at adjusting 
on the fly. One personnel director 
said he thought Peyton Manning 
might have suffered a meltdown by 
now if forced to go through as many 
weapons as Brady has over the years. 
Plus, the Pats addressed their biggest 
issue from 2014: a weak D-line. 
Adding rookie DE Trey Flowers and 
free agent Jabaal Sheard to Chandler 
Jones and Dominique Easley up 
front, plus the return of a stout 
linebacking corps, should partly 
atone for a certain missing island. 

So forget the PSIs. As always, the 
Pats will be Super Bowl contenders. 


QB Tom 
Brady 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

TE Scott Chandler The Patriots used a two-tight-end set 
on a league-high 58 percent of their plays in 201^. Rob 
Gronkowski's 67.1 percent catch rate ranks sixth among 
active TEs [minimum 100 receptions], but Chandler is not 
far behind, ranking ninth at 66.^ percent. 


NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

How has the Super Bowl interception changed your life? 

CB Malcolm Butler: "It changed it a lot— being places I've 
never been, seeing people I've never seen. And it taught 
me to take chances when they're given." 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 



PERCENT 
CHANCE 
OF MAKING 
PLAYOFFS 




LOW 


RB James White Shane Vereen [8.^ fantasy ppg over 
the past two seasons] signed with the Giants during 
the offseason, which leaves 201^ fourth-round pick 
White as the favorite over Travaris Cadet for Vereen's 
old gig. The winner of this camp battle is worth 
keeping an eye on each week. 




2 MIAMI DOLPHINS 


201^ RECORD 8-8 2015 PROJECTED WINS 8.6 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 30-1 


FINS UP! 

Yeah, he struggles on deep balls. And yeah, one 
personnel director described him as a rich man's Mark 
Sanchez. But give Ryan Tannehill some credit. Despite 
constant 0-line shuffling, he recorded career highs in 
2014 in completion percentage (66.4), yards (4,045), 
TDs (27) and QBR (59.1). That should continue under 
new 0-coordinator Bill Lazor's Chip Kelly-style offense. 
The faster pace will also maximize new weapons, like 
two-time Pro Bowl WR Greg Jennings and Kenny Stills 
(72 percent catch rate). Then there's DT Ndamukong 
Suh, who will improve a D that ranked second in EPA 
through Week 10— and next to last the rest of the way. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

WR Kenny Stills Last season in New Orleans, Stills caught 63 passes, 15 more than expected from an average 
wide receiver running similar routes, trailing only Antonio Brown and Emmanuel Sanders in added catches. 


NFL NATION^ GOTTA ASK 

What's it like playing next to Ndamukong Suh? 

DE Cameron Wake: "I'm not a guy who counts his chickens, but Suh and I are already jelling. We can kind of 
read each other's minds out on the field. I think it's going to be tremendous." 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 

25% 



^ Percent chance of making playoffs 42.8 



^ BUY LOW 


WR DeVante Parker A top-15 draft pick who got injured 
in his rookie season, then buried on one of the deepest 
WR units. Sound familiar? That was Odell Beckham Jr. last 
season before he caught fire. Now, we're not predicting a 
top-five finish for Parker, but if healthy, he'll likely be 
undervalued headed into the second half of 2015. 
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K for more quarterback insights and analysis, visit 

MIKE SANDO'S 2015 QB TIERS RANKINGS ON ESPN.COM/INSIDER 


3 BUFFALO 



201^ RECORD 9-7 

2015 PROJECTED WINS 8.0 

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 30-1 


RELYIN’ ON RYAN! 

Even without a topflight quarterback, the Bills have a 
shot at being dangerous. They return an elite defense 
that ranked No. 1 in EPA in 2014, edging out hlouston 
and Seattle. Buffalo also added RB LeSean McCoy to an 
offense led by coordinator Greg Roman, who is known 
for his scheming of the ground game. But the QB issue is 
a thing: Somehow ex-Viking Matt Cassel ranked worse 
last season in QBR than the guy he replaces, Kyle Orton. 
Until the Bills find a viable answer under center— 

EJ Manuel and Tyrod Taylor don't cut it— this is a team 
with one very fatal flaw. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

RB LeSean McCoy Since 2010, the former Eagle has averaged 
1,626 yards from scrimmage and 10 TDs per season. In coach 
Rex Ryan's ground-and-pound attack, that'll play just fine. 
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NFL NATION^ GOTTA ASK 

How did the Bills' QB problems affect you as a rookie? 

WR Sammy Watkins: "You can't Just say, 'Blame it on the 
quarterback.' It could be receivers, running back issues ... it 
could be the offensive coordinator trying to hide an O-line 
that can't get the Job done. Being a rookie, I didn't know." 



^ BUY LOW 


RB Karlos Williams Ryan's Bills are going to run the ball 
a ton, and if something happens to Shady, Williams is an 
intriguing candidate to leapfrog 3^-year-old Fred Jackson 
for early-down and goal-line work. 


4 NEW YORK JETS 


201^ RECORD 4-12 2015 PROJECTED WINS 7.4 VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 60-1 


IF IT FITZ ... 

Losing your starting quarterback a week 
into camp might be the single worst way 
to start a season, but the Jets actually 
stand to come out ahead. Stepping in while 
Geno Smith recovers from a broken jaw 
is Ryan Fitzpatrick, who is better than his 
25-41 record as a starter over the past five 
seasons would indicate. In fact, his QBR in 
2014 (56.7) was higher than that of Alex 
Smith, Andy Dalton and Matthew Stafford. 
(Geno Smith's QBR ranked 26th, at 44.3.) 
Fitzpatrickjust needs a good defense, and 
the Jets have that. The additions of Darrelle 
Revis, Buster Skrine and Antonio Cromartie 
should improve New York's unit, which 
ranked 25th in EPA and allowed a 31-6 
TD-to-INT ratio last season. 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

WR Brandon Marshall In the 

Rex Ryan era, the Jets never had 
a receiver surpass 115 targets 
or 1,000 receiving yards. That 
stands to change. Marshall 
exceeded those numbers seven 
years in a row before a series of 
injuries slowed him down last 
season in Chicago. 


NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

The decision to release 
linebacker IK Enemkpali after 
he punched Geno Smith 
came quickly. Why? 

Head coach Todd Bowles: "You 
don't get another opportunity 
when you sucker punch a QB 
and break his jaw." 


Ai 



:nc^»BUYL0W 


WR Eric Decker The Jets' 
offense isn't going to score 
nearly as often as the one 
in Denver, but Decker's 
efficiency [68 percent catch 
rate, 10.0 ypt) and top-30 
fantasy finish last season 
show he wasn't Just a 
product of Peyton Manning. 


WR Eric \ 
Decker 
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AFC NORTH 


1 BALTIMORE 


RAVENS 


201^ RECORD 10-6 2015 PROJECTED WINS 8.9 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 1^-1 


BREAKING UP IS HABB TO DO 

How will Joe Flacco (career-high 66.9 QBR) deal 
with the departure of 0-coordinator Gary Kubiak? 
"Kubiak's offense was perfect for Flacco/' says 
one personnel director. "The strong run game, 
play-action throws and big windows created 
space in the pocket for him." Kubiak's pass-run 
ratio was a balanced 55-45. New 0-coordinator 
Marc Trestman's 2014 ratio in Chicago: 63-37. 

"I don't see Flacco as a guy who carries a team," 
says the director, adding that Flacco had all the 
right pieces around him for the Ravens' title run. 
"I don't think he has the short accuracy." 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

WR Breshad Perriman Say hello to Flacco's 
new deep threat! The speedy 6-foot-3 rookie 
out of Central Florida averaged 20.8 yards 
per reception in 2013, and he followed that up 
with 20.9 yards per catch in 201^. Time to 
warm up that arm, Joe. 


NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

Wideout Steve Smith announced he's retiring 
after the season. Do you expect him to be 
even more intense this year? 

RB Justin Forsett: "If I was a defensive back, 
I'd be worried." 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 
20% 


OF MAKING 
PLAYOFFS 






^ BUY LOW 


RB Lorenzo Taliaferro As busy as Forsett 
was last season [279 touches), he shares 
goal-line duties with Taliaferro, who handled 
five carries [to Forsett's seven) from the 2 
or closer. His value will skyrocket if Forsett 
gets nicked up. 


2 CINCINNATI 

BENGALS 


201^ RECORD 10-5-1 

2015 PROJECTED WINS 8.5 

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 30-1 


RUNNING FOR IT 

The Bengals have made the playoffs in 
each of Andy Dalton's four seasons— but 
clearly require some changes: one, a more 
run-oriented attack. Expect them to lean 
heavily on RB Jeremy Hill, who rushed for 
1,124 yards on just 222 carries in 2014. 
And two: returning their defense to the 
snarling, physical style that Marvin Lewis 
believes is needed to compete in the 
AFC North. Cincy dropped from second to 
15th in defensive EPA last season, so it's 
betting big on a healthy Vontaze Burfict 
and newly re-signed DE Michael Johnson 
to turn around the unit. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

DE Michael Johnson After a pit stop with 
Tampa Bay last season, Johnson returns to 
Cincinnati to help a pass rush that had the 
fewest sacks [20] in the NFL in 201^. In Lewis' 
system, the versatile Johnson had IIV 2 sacks 
in 2012 and 2672 QB hurries in 2013. 


NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

You said this offseason that it's "now or never" 
for the Bengals. Why? 

RB Jeremy Hill: "The frustration has been built 
up over the years— I can feel it from the other 
guys, the coaches, the fans, the city. It's the 
elephant in the room. If we don't change it 
now, then it's probably never going to change." 
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CHANCES OF WINNING... 
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Games q 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

^ Percent chance of making playoffs 44.0 


^ BUY LOW 


TE Tyler Eifert The 2013 first-round pick is a 
sneaky breakout candidate. Despite injury 
woes, we like that Eifert takes the reins from 
Jermaine Gresham— first in TDs and fourth in 
fantasy points for TEs after Week 10 in 201^. 
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3 PITTSBURGH STEELERS 


201^ RECORD 11-5 2015 PROJECTED WINS 8.3 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 25-1 


NOT-SO-STEEL CURTAIN 

Call it an imbalance of power. In 2014, Ben Roethlisberger threw 
for a league-high M«952 yards« leading the Steelers' offense to its 
best season of the Big Ben era. The defense^ however, was its 
worst by far in EPA in the nine-year history of the ESPN metric. 
The team addressed the dreadful D in the offseason by drafting 
6-foot-4, 269-pound LB Bud Dupree in the first round. The 
Steelers are also banking on the development of their other 
young defensive studs, particularly rookie corner Senquez Golson 
and 2014 first-round LB Ryan Shazier. Shazier played just nine 
games during an injury-plagued rookie campaign, but he's got all 
the physical tools needed to develop— and if there's one thing 
they know how to do in Pittsburgh, it's develop linebackers. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

CB Brandon Boykin In his last two years in Philly, Boykin, as a backup, averaged 13 passes 
defended per season— a rate that would've tied for the Steelers' team lead in 201^. He'll go 
a long way toward improving a pass defense that ranked 30th in DVOA last season. 


NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

You're 11 years in. Have you gotten smarter about taking hits? 

QB Ben Roethlisberger: "I haven't changed my game at all. [Former offensive coordinator] 
Bruce Arians was known to go down the field and take shots. [O-coordinator] Todd Haley's 
offense is about yards after the catch. That's what it is more than me changing." 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 



Games q 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 


* Percent chance of making playoffs 39.8 


» BUY LOW 

WR Sammie Coates Heavy in three-wide sets, 
the prolific Steelers system bodes well for 
Coates behind Antonio Brown and Martavis 
Bryant. He'll be competing against Markus 
Wheaton, but our money is on a bigger and 
better Coates emerging during the season. 




A CLEVELANILBIBDWNS 


201^ RECORD 7-9 2015 PROJECTED WINS 6.0 VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 100-1 


REASON FOR GONFIOENGE 
INGLEVELANO 

The Browns, despite claiming only ^ 

three winning seasons since 1990, are 
quietly building a pretty decent roster. 

The 0-line, led by perennial Pro Bowler 
Joe Thomas and first-round pick 
Cameron Erving, will help the rushing 
attack. And the already-stingy defense, 
ranked ninth in points allowed in 2014 
and 10th in defensive EPA, now has 
DT Danny Shelton to clog the A-gap. 

But offensive weapons are lacking— 
that's bad news for Josh McCown. 

"He needs a strong, strong cast around 
him," one personnel director says. If 
Johnny Manziel shows maturity, he 
might get yet another chance. 


CHANCES OF WINNING. 
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BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

DT Danny Shelton The Browns ranked 
32nd in yards allowed up the gut last 
season, which is why they drafted 
Shelton in the first round. The 
6-foot-2, 339-pound tackle has the 
endurance to play a lot of snaps and 
dominate at the point of attack. 


NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

□ id Johnny Manziel make any 
on-field progress during the 
offseason? 

LT Joe Thomas: "Yes. He's not always 
looking to run right away. He's truly 
trying to learn how to read a defense 
and understand route concepts 
versus different coverages." 


LT Joe 
Thomas 


^ BUY LOW 


Games 23^56789 10 11 
^ Percent chance of making playoffs 7.4 


RB Duke Johnson Manziel 
gets the headlines, but 
Johnson is the player to 
watch in Cleveland. A 
third-round pick in May, 
Johnson averaged 6.8 yards 
per carry at Miami [Fla.]. 

And given the Browns' 
run-heavy philosophy, the 
ceiling is high. 


110 ESPN 08.31.2015 


GREG TROTT/AP IMAGES 




cam 


COLLEGE FOOTBALL 
PREVIEW 2015 


WHAT EVERY FAN NEEDS FOR FALL 



Order Today B Choose Your Cover 


INSIDE YOU WILL FIND: 


• 1 28 Team Scouting Reports 


* Recruiting Nation’s look ahead to 201 6 


• Mei Kiper and Todd McShay size 
up the 201 6 NFL draft class 


* Our way-too-early Top 25, plus College 
Foothall Playoff predictions 













ORDER TODAY! 

GO TO; ESPN.COM/CFBPREVIEW1 5 

*$7.99 plusS/H 


cam 

THE MAGAZINE 




AFC SOUTH 


1 1NDIANAPOLIS COLTS 


201^ RECORD 11-5 2015 PROJECTED WINS 10.7 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 8-1 


A GRODNO GAME AWAY 

There's no shortage of love for Andrew Luck. "He 
is as smart as Peyton, as accurate as Brady, tougher 
than Ben and as athletic as RG3," says one opposing 
head coach. But after a crushing AFC championship 
loss. Indy still finds itself a tweak away from the game's 
biggest stage. Step one? Getting a consistent run 
game— the team is 23rd in yards per attempt since 
2012. Adding RB Frank Gore helps, as do wideouts 
Andre Johnson and speedy rookie Phillip Dorsett. Both 
will force opposing D's into the secondary, opening 
rushing lanes at the point of attack. That'll help Luck 
too, whose 66.3 percent dropback rate in 2014 was 
the NFL's third highest. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

RGTodd HerremansThe lO-year Eagles vet fills a big need in Indy: The Colts converted just 52 percent 
of short-yardage runs last year [31st in the NFL], and Luck has been knocked down more than any 
other QB for three straight seasons [352 times in total; Matt Ryan is next at 293]. 


NFL NATION^ GOTTA ASK 

What's the first thing that stood out to you about Andrew Luck? 

RB Frank Gore: "Just how he is in the locker room. He talks to everybody. He's funny. We're in the huddle 
thinking we're going to be serious, and then all of a sudden he'll have us laughing." 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 
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Games ~ 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 1^ 15 
^ Percent chance of making playoffs 87.4 




^ BUY LOW 


WR Phillip Dorsett Dorsett might appear 
buried on the depth chart, but he's one injury 
away from a significant role in an elite 
offense. Consider: In 201^, the Colts called 
for a pass 65.8 percent of the time and scored 
79.2 percent of their TDs through the air. 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 



* BUY LOW 


WR Jaelen Strong With Andre Johnson 
now in Indy, Strong is in position to 
play a significant role as a rookie. A 
third-round pick back in May, he's a 
good bet to trail only DeAndre Hopkins 
[127 in 2014] in targets this season. 


NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

Have you ever felt like you were pushing your 
body too hard? 

DE J.J. Watt: "Yeah, it happens. This offseason 
I found out my body fat percentage was actually 
too low. My body couldn't handle the two-a-day 
workouts. I had failed myself nutritionally." 


2 HOOSTON 

TEXANS 


CLEAR EYES, POLL HEARTS, GANT THROW 

Quarterback is once again a problem in Houston. New 
starter Brian Hoyer ranked 27th in QBR last season (39.8) 
and is on his fifth team in seven years. The backfield 
isn't likely to offer Hoyer much support either, with 
Arian Foster on the shelf with a groin tear. But there are 
few worries on the other side: The Texans nearly made the 
playoffs last year, led by a defense that ranked first in 
turnovers forced (34) and second in EPA. That D could be 
even better in 2015 if LB Jadeveon Clowney is healthy 
and plays to his potential. Adding rookie CB Kevin 
Johnson to an already-talented secondary also helps, 
but as we all know, it all starts with All-Pro J.J. Watt 
and Houston's tremendous front seven. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

DT Vince Wilfork Wilfork is still effective against the run, 
stopping runners short of success 89 percent of the time 
last year in Foxborough. He also played 802 snaps and 
registered 8.0 hurries, impressive numbers at age 33. 


DE J.J. Watt 


2014 RECORD 9-7 2015 PROJECTED WINS 8.3 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 30-1 
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3 TENNESSEE 

TITANS 


201^ RECORD 2-1^ 

2015 PROJECTED WINS 5.5 

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 100-1 


THERE’S ALWAYS NEXT YEAR 

We heard a lot about off-the-chart intangibles 
from those scouting Marcus Mariota— work ethic, 
leadership^ poise. But those qualities can only take a 
team so far when the surrounding talent is so lacking. 
Starting WRs? That'd be Justin Hunter and Kendall 
Wright, who combined for just 1,213 receiving 
yards last season. RB Dexter McCluster is a decent 
complementary piece, and although his backfield mate 
Bishop Sankey could emerge (see below), Mariota 
might end up leading the Titans in rushing yards if they 
make full use of his talents. Tennessee did make a 
needed offseason move by signing LB Brian Orakpo, 
who will shore up a run D that ranked 31st in yards 
allowed (2,195). Best-case scenario? Mariota avoids 
injury— and the Titans secure another top draft pick. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

LB Brian Orakpo At 29, he may be in decline, but last year's 
mere half sack in seven games with Washington doesn't mean 
he's done. Orakpo had six QB hits and nine hurries, which typically 
would translate to three sacks, or 6 y 2 in a full season of snaps. 


CHANCES OF WINNING ... 
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NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

What's surprised you so far about Marcus Mariota? 

TE Delanie Walker: "Just the way he handles himself. He's 
pretty guiet off the field. On the field, he's a playmaker. 
Quarterbacks need to control the huddle, and he does that." 



BUY LOW 


RB Bishop Sankey Sankey, the first running back selected 
in the 201 ^ draft, performed much better than you realize, 
averaging one forced missed tackle for every 5.2 carries, 
eighth best in the league. Don't write off the speedster just 
yet. He's an ideal posthype sleeper target. 


4 JACKSONVILLE 


UHUUR 


201^ RECORD 3-13 2015 PROJECTED WINS 5.3 VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 100-1 


THERE’S ALWAYS THE YEAR 
AFTER NEXT YEAR 

A sampling of opinion on Blake Bortles 
"I'm not feeling it," one coach says. 
"He looked lost," says another. And 
now the good news: According 
to one personnel director, "For the 
beating he was taking, he was pretty 
poised about it." Really, the problems 
in J-ville are so widespread— 26th in 
both points and yards allowed in 
2014— that it's unfair to bury Bortles, 
even if he did have the fifth-lowest 
QBR for a rookie (25.2) since 2006, 
the year the metric made its debut. To 
help him, the Jags signed TE Julius 
Thomas and drafted back T.J. Yeldon 
to Join emerging WR Allen Robinson. 
The Jaguars also added DT Jared 
Odrick and CB Davon House, who 
should help a pass D that collected 
a league-low 6 INTs last season. 
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CHANCES OF WINNING ... 
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Games 123^56789 10 

*■ Percent chance of making playoffs 3.3 


NFLNATION> GOTTA ASK 

What did you need to work on most 
following your rookie year? 

QB Blake Bortles: "Throwing. 'How do I take 
stress off my arm and use my whole body to 
generate power?' I could tell on film during 
the season last year that things didn't look 
good, but there wasn't time to fix it." 
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AFC WEST 


1 DENVER BRONCOS 


201 ^ RECORD 12-^ 2015 PROJECTED WINS 10.0 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 12-1 


ALL ABOUT THE FOLLOW-THROUGH 

The Broncos have the NFL's best record (38-10) since 
Peyton Manning's arrival in 2012. But last year« Manning 
finally began to show his age. Over the first eight games, 
he had an 85.0 QBR and a 2^-S TD-to-INT ratio. The final 
eight: 61.2 and 15-10. "It's arm strength, mobility, 
everything," says one defensive coordinator. In new 
coach Gary Kubiak's run-heavy offense, the Broncos 
will shift some of the burden to RB C.J. Anderson, who 
averaged ^.7 ypc last year. But even a throwback ground 
game can't turn back the clock on Manning's right arm. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

TEOwen Daniels Losing Julius Thomas hurts, but Daniels is a 
solid replacement. He ranks 10th in receiving yards per game 
among TEs since 1970 [^^.7] and has averaged ^8 receptions 
over his nine-year career with Houston and Baltimore. 
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NFL NATION^ GOTTA ASK 

Are you surprised everyone keeps asking when you're going to retire? 
QB Peyton Manning: 'Tve played a long time. Guys in the locker 
room make some jokes about my age and ask me what it was 
like before color TV, but that's about it." 



> BUY LOW 


WR Cody Latimer Kubiak isn't likely to run a ton of three-WR 
sets, which hurts Latimer's stand-alone value— but it's also 
limited his offseason hype. He'll be a boom-or-bust play, but 
with a big boom and a very low cost. 



2 KANSAS CITY 


201 ^ RECORD 9-7 2015 PROJECTED WINS 8.^ 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 30-1 


RARE AIR 

Coaches who've worked with Alex Smith say he 
possesses an uncanny filter for avoiding turnovers 
(second to Aaron Rodgers in INT percentage since 
2012). Of course, he rarely passes— 25th in pass 
attempts per start since 2012— and when he does, he 
doesn't send it far (last in air yards per pass attempt 
since 2012, with 6.33). Playing it safe with Smith has 
worked for KC, since its defense allowed 281 points in 
2014, the second fewest in the league, and its dynamic 
running game featured Jamaal Charles and his 
5.0 ypc. Incoming wideout Jeremy Maclin should 
provide more firepower on those short throws, but it's 
unclear whether Smith can take advantage of his 
improved weaponry. And if so, will that be enough to 
overtake Peyton and the Broncos? The safe bet says no 


fR Chris 

he rook 


pportur 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

WR Jeremy Maclin For the first time since 1960, the NFL 
witnessed a team going the entire season without a single 
TD catch from a WR. That pretty much sums up the Chiefs' 
offense in 201^. Maclin, who caught 10 touchdowns in Philly 
last season, should fix that issue. 


NFL NATION ^ GOTTA ASK 

Is getting double-digit 
sacks still a reasonable 


RB Jamaal 
Charles 


expectation for you? 


LBTamba Hali: "For sure. 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 
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The personal goal is 
always to be able to 
get to two numbers. 
I've been watching film 
from last year. I beat a 
bunch of guys." 
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3 SAN DIEGO CHARGERS 


201^ RECORD 9-7 2015 PROJECTED WINS 8.2 VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 30-1 


TIME TO RE-CHARGE 



QB Philip 
Rivers 


^BUY LOW 


WR Malcom Floyd H e's a 

somewhat unreliable 
option in traditional 
fantasy, given that he's 
missed 25 of a possible 
80 regular-season 
games over the past five ' 
years. But over that 
same span, Floyd, 

6-foot-5, has been good when he's 
played, averaging 8.11 fantasy points 
per game, which would've ranked 28th 
among receivers last season. 




Philip Rivers^ now 33« may not have the big-time arm, but he anticipates 
throws as well as anyone. He played like an MVP through the first half of 2014, 
with an 86.3 QBR and a TD-to-INT ratio of 20-5. So why did San Diego start a 
lackluster 5-3? The main culprits were the team's mediocre D (23rd in EPA) 
and inept run game— the Chargers ranked 30th in total yards rushing, at just 
85.4 per game. That stands to change this year thanks to first-round pick 
Melvin Gordon. Also, newly signed guard Orlando Franklin should take some of 
the heat off Rivers. But huge question marks remain with the front seven, 
which allowed 1,986 yards rushing (26th) and 4.5 ypc (29th). 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

RB Melvin Gordon Last 
year San Diego tied for 
the league's third-fewest 
rushes of 20-plus yards, 
with a mere six. At 
Wisconsin in 201^, the 
6-foot-l, 215-pound 
Gordon had 35 such 
runs, 15 more than any 
other FBS player. 


NFL NATION* GOTTA ASK 

You've had six sacks in the past three 
seasons. Fair to call you a bust? 

OLB Melvin Ingram: 'Tm not worried about 
that. I'm just worried about this year 
moving forward. We'rejust going to keep 
trying to play assignment football, with 
everybody being dominant and trying to 
create turnovers." 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 
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4 OAKLAND RAIDERS 


201^ RECORD 3-13 2015 PROJECTED WINS 5.1 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 100-1 


SOPHOMORE SOPPORT 

Derek Carr entered the NFL in 2014 with one of the worst 
supporting casts in recent memory. His leading receiver 
was James Jones, and no RBs on the roster ranked 
among the league's top 36 rushers. Yet Carr still threw 
21 TDs and Just 12 INTs. "You get the offensive line 
and run game going, surround him with some better 
players, and he makes a big jump," says one personnel 
director. About that: Welcome, rookie WR Amari Cooper. 
The Raiders also bolstered their offensive line with 
free agent center Rodney Hudson and signed DT Dan 
Williams, who excels against the run. This is still not a 
playoff team yet. But don't look now— the Raiders are 
finally doing things that ... make sense. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

WR Amari Cooper Easily the best wide receiver in the 2015 draft, the Alabama product should immediately 
take the No. 1 WR Job from James Jones, who averaged Just 9.1 yards per catch last season. No. 83 in the NFL. 


NFL NATION* GOTTA ASK 

What's it like being on your third NFL coach after only 16 games? 

QB Derek Carr: "It's hard. My hope is that Coach [Jack] Del Rio will be my last NFL coach. Let's make it three 
coaches in one year and three coaches for 15 years. That's the plan." 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 



Games 123^56789 10 

^ Percent chance of making playoffs 2.8 


*BUY LOW 

RBRoyHelu Since being drafted in 2011, Helu owns 
the NFL's second-best catch rate [88 percent] and 
fourth-best yards per target [7.8] among backs 
with at least 60 targets. No longer trapped behind 
Alfred Morris in Washington, Helu is the favorite for 
passing-down duties in Oakland. 
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NFC EAST 


1 DALLAS 


COWBOYS 


201^ RECORD 12-i| 2015 PROJECTED WINS 9.^ VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 12-1 


LONE COWBOY 

Sometimes a team simply asks too much of 
its quarterback. From 2006 to 2013« the 
first eight seasons with Tony Romo, the 
Cowboys passed 61.7 percent of the time, 
the seventh-highest rate over that stretch. 
In 2014: a 16 percent drop, to 51.8 percent. 
Turns out, balance works. The Cowboys 
went 12-4 and won a playoff game. "I'm 
wondering why they haven't done that 
forever," one offensive coordinator says. 
But RB DeMarco Murray's departure and 
the Cowboys' halfhearted attempts at 
replacing him will test whether a dominant 
0-line can produce a top-level running 
game without an upper-tier back. On 
defense, the hope is that DE Greg Hardy, 
after his four-game suspension, can 
improve a pass D that ranked 26th in yards 
allowed. He might, but there's a reason the 
numbers project a three-game drop in W's. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

CB Byron Jones Orlando Scandrick and Brandon 
Carr are solid starters, but Dallas' corners 
intercepted a league-low three passes in 201^. 
The 6-foot-l pick from UConn, with his WR speed 
[^.36 ^0] and safety instincts, should see the 
field early and often as a rookie. 


NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

What changes this year without DeMarco 
Murray? 

TE Jason Witten: "I don't think anything 
changes. We're trying to establish our 
identity with our run game. It's a good 
opportunity for other guys to step up." 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 
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2 PHILADELPHIA 

EAGLES 


201^ RECORD 10-6 

2015 PROJECTED WINS 8.9 

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 25-1 


SYSTEM, PROCESSING 

Yes, Bam Bradford has the talent to make the Eagles a 
contender. A healthy Sam Bradford. Provided he can 
avoid injury (two torn ACLs in two seasons), he should 
keep the Eagles' 0 flying alongside offseason prize 
RB DeMarco Murray. "If he can stay healthy," says one 
rival coach, "he can be so accurate." The defense has 
ranked near the middle of the pack in EPA since head 
coach Chip Kelly arrived two years ago, but improve- 
ment is possible thanks to a trade for stud LB Kiko 
Alonso and the acquisitions (for almost $70M) of 
CBs Byron Maxwell and Walter Thurmond III. An NFC 
East crown is certainly within reach. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

QB 8am Bradford Quarterbacks for the 2D1^ Eagles turned 
the ball over 27 times, the most ever for a Kelly-coached 
offense. Dne thing Bradford always did well with the Rams is 
limit turnovers. His 3.3 percent turnover rate ranks eighth in 
NFL history [minimum 1,5DD dropbacks]. 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 
19% 
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NFL NATION ^ GOTTA ASK 

How has it been reuniting with your former Dklahoma 
teammate Sam Bradford? 

RB DeMarco Murray: "Sam's like a brother to me. We played a 
lot of great games in Norman— we were roommates there— 
so it was a huge influence once I heard that he was getting 
traded here. He immediately texted me and said, 'Hey, jump 
on board. Let's go win it.'" 



^ BOY LOW 


TE Zach Ertz Kelly took Ertz's training wheels off during the 
final two games of 2D1^, sending him on a total of 8D routes. 
The Stanford product responded with 19 receptions and 
171 yards on 2^ targets. Dniy Antonio Gates scored more 
PPR fantasy points during that span. Ertz will be underpriced 
to start the year. 
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3 NEW YORK eiRNIS 


201^ RECORD 6-10 2015 PROJECTED WINS 7.6 VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 30-1 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 



WR Odell 
Beckham Jr. 


NOT TO OET OEFENSIVE 


Eleven-year vet Eli Manning set a career high in completion 
percentage (63.1) last season while racking up 4,410 yards. Yet the 
Giants were only 6-10, an indication of just how much the defense 
has fallen off, ranking 18th in defensive EPA and last in yards per 
carry in 2014. The Giants signed LBs J.T. Thomas and Jonathan 
Casillas, which should help, but the team still lacks the major pass 
rush required to compete in the East, exacerbated by the absence 
of DE Jason Pierre-Paul. New RB Shane Vereen, signed away from 
New England, does at least give the offense yet another dynamic 
playmaker. "Finally getting Manning weapons and guys with speed is 
really going to help him going forward," says a personnel director. 


NFL NATION^ GOTTA ASK 

What are you doing differently 
this year to combat the inevitable 
adjustments from defenses? 

WR Odell Beckham Jr.: "I don't 
really buy into the idea that teams 
can adjust and devote extra 
attention to me. I look around the 
field and I see Victor [Cruz], Rueben 
[Randle], [Larry] Donnell and then 
Shane Vereen, and I don't think it's 
going to be possible. Our offense is 
still going to put up points." 


S Landon Collins The 6-foot, 225-pound 
rookie from Alabama could make a big 
impact as a likely starter in New York. His 
talent and speed [^.53 ^0] both in the box 
and deep in coverage could mean tackles 
and forced fumbles by the boatload. 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 


25% 



Games 3 ^ 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
» Percent chance of making playoffs 27.3 



TE Larry Donnell Donnell racked up 
13 end zone targets last season, 
second to Antonio Gates at the 


position. Only 10 tight ends scored 
more fantasy points. Donnell is 
flying under the radar this offseason, 
but he'll continue to thrive as an 
every-down player. 


4 WASHINGTON 
REDSKINS 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

DTTerrance Knighton Terrance "Pot Roast" Knighton anchored Denver's defensive line with 
a league-leading 100 percent stop rate against 25 runs in 201^. He's also accumulated 
18% guarterback hurries since 2013. 


201^ RECORD 4-12 2015 PROJECTED WINS 5.8 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 100-1 


HOLES TOO DIG TO FILL 

In the three years since Robert Griffin III arrived in 
Washington, the Redskins' offense has slipped dramati- 
cally-dropping in 2014 to 26th in points scored (down from 
fourth in 2012) and 13th in total yards (fifth in 2012). 
"Griffin's done," says an offensive coach. "The injury slowed 
his legs, and his ego will not allow him to grind his way back." 
To compensate, the team will need an elite defense— which 
it doesn't have. Last year the D ranked 31st in EPA and last in 
QBR allowed at 76.6, the worst mark in the nine-year history 
of the metric. Yes, the Redskins switched out D-coordinator 
Jim Haslett for Joe Barry and made moves designed to 
upgrade the blocking (welcome, Brandon Scherff), but this 
team had too many flaws to fix in one offseason. 


NFL NATION^ GOTTA ASK 

What's the early read on the new defense? 

LB Ryan Kerrigan: "I don't want to say overhaul, but I like a lot of the changes we made. I like what 
Coach Barry is bringing, I like what all the guys up front are bringing. I heard we were almost last in 
the league in points given up. When you do that, you can expect change to come." 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 



Games 123^56789 10 

¥ Percent chance of making playoffs 6.3 


^ BUY LOW 

QB Robert Griffin III Griffin completed 
68.7 percent of his passes last season, 
which trailed only Tony Romo and Drew 
Brees. Griffin will never be a great passer, 
but he does enough with his legs to be a 
factor when the matchup is right. 
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CAN SEE THEM. 

What will legacy be? 


“I wanted to take 
control of my life. 
Gold’s Gym 
helped me 
accomplish 
that and so 
much more.” 

Dominique Brooks 

lost 55 pounds and 2.9% body fat 
in just 12 weeks. His Legacy: Son, 
Solomon Brooks 
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NFC NORTH 


1 GREEN BAY PACKERS 


201^ RECORD 12 -^ 2015 PROJECTED WINS 10.7 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 5-1 


PACKING A PUNCH 

Aaron Rodgers' 73.0 QBR trails only Peyton Manning 
since 2009. Just listen to one opposing offensive coach 
gush: "Rodgers cuts everything loose because he 
knows where everyone is going to be. It does not feel 
like a defeat to him to run it or throw the two-yard 
checkdown. He throws it joyfully because he knows he 
is moving the offense." But even the best passers need 
help« and Rodgers is no exception. The one season he 
won the Super Bowl with Green Bay (2010) was also one 
of only two times in his career that the Packers ranked 
higher in defensive EPA (third) than they ranked in QBR 
(fifth). Last season the Pack D ranked seventh in EPA 
over its final eight games, spurred by Clay Matthews' 
move to inside linebacker, Ha Ha Clinton-Dix's 
emergence as a starter and a diversified rotation up 
front. It all adds up to Green Bay as the offseason 
betting co-favorite (with Seattle, 5-1 odds) to win it all. 


2 DETROIT LIONS 


201^ RECORD 11-5 2015 PROJECTED WINS 8.2 VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL ^0-1 


STALLING GUT 

The Lions have reached the playoffs twice since drafting Matthew Stafford first 
overall in 2009. Not surprisingly, those were the two seasons the Detroit defense was 
significantly better than average in EPA. (The team has had a losing record every 
other year with the QB.) Stafford has led the NFL in dropbacks over the past three 
seasons with ^ 3.7 per game, but this could be a case of diminishing returns— even with 
Calvin Johnson at 100 percent— as the signal-caller has not proved he can carry such a 
load consistently. "Stafford could be like Aaron Rodgers if he had the burning passion," 
says one offensive coach. "You look at his eyes before a game and it's like, 'I hope we 
win, I think we're pretty good,' as opposed to, 'I'm going to rip your throat out.'" The 
issue now becomes whether the Lions will ask for even more from Stafford— more than 
he can reasonably handle— after losing DT Ndamukong Suh in free agency. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

DT Haloti Ngata There's no replacing Suh, but the 6-foot-^, 3^0-pound Ngata is a really, really 
strong start. In 2013 for Baltimore, Ngata had ^6 run-stopping plays, compared with ^5 
for Suh, who played 167 more snaps. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

CB Damarious Randall Veteran corner Tramon Williams left 
Green Bay in free agency, and safety Morgan Burnett fell off with 
a Blst-ranked adjusted success rate. That spells opportunity for 
Randall. At 5-foot-ll, 196 pounds, the first-round pick from 
Arizona State has the versatility to take advantage of any opening. 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 



PERCENT 
CHANCE 
OF MAKING 
PLAYOFFS 



NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

When you were asked to move from outside to inside linebacker 
last year, were you reluctant? 

LB Clay Matthews: "I was very reluctant. When they asked me 
to make the change, I thought it was simply lining up in the 
middle, doing a few things here and there. It wasn't until I went 
to position meetings that I realized I was learning the entirety 
of the defense. At that point, I figured I was in over my head." 



^ BUY LOW 


TE Richard Rodgers Fresh off a rookie campaign in which he 
worked nearly 500 snaps, Rodgers already had the look of a 
deep sleeper at tight end. And with Andrew Quarless' status 
in guestion after his recent arrest, it's official: Rodgers has 
our full attention. 



CHANCES OF WINNING... 


25% 



^ Percent chance of making piayoffs 37.1 


NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

What's changed about your game since 
taking Detroit to the playoffs in 2011? 

QB Matthew Stafford: 'Tm more respon- 
sible with the football. I do a good Job of 
getting us in and out of the right plays. In 
2011, we threw it around a ton, and it was 
a whole lot of fun, but there's more to 
playing football thanjust chucking it. It's 
managing the game, and I feel like I've 
gotten a lot better at that." 



^ BUY LOW 

RB Ameer Abduiiah Last 
season Lions tailbacks led the 
league with 1^8 targets, 1^ 
more than any other team. 
Enter Abdullah, who will replace 
Reggie Bush [57 targets in 
12 games) as the team's 
primary passing-down back. 


WR Calvin 
Johnson 
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201^ RECORD 7-9 2015 PROJECTED WINS 7.1 VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 50-1 


QB Teddy 
Bridgewater 


^ Percent chance of making playoffs 18.1 


>BUY LOW 

QB Teddy Bridgewater Only Drew 
Brees and Alex Smith completed a 
higher percentage of passes five- 
plus yards downfield in 201^. With 
an upgraded supporting cast 
Bridgewater is a strong bet for 
a sophomore breakout. 


BRIDGE TO SOMEWHERE? 

Teddy Bridgewater finished his rookie 
season with a flourish (seventh in QBR in 
Weeks 13-17), but the feeling around 
the league is that he'll develop into only 
a slightly better-than-average starter. 
"I question his accuracy," one 
personnel director says. That's not 
saying a team can't win with him— but 
that team needs to run the ball and play 
strong defense. The Vikings could be in 
luck if RB Adrian Peterson returns to 
form and Mike Zimmer's defense can 
make a big jump after ranking 19th in 
EPA his first season as head coach. 
Xavier Rhodes also made a nice jump at 
corner last season— Richard Sherman 
singled him out as a youngster on the 
rise— but Minnesota is a ways from 
catching Green Bay in the NFC North. 
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CHANCES OF WINNING... 
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BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

WR Mike Wallace Known for being a deep threat Wallace 
also had the highest DVOA [62.^ percent] in the red zone 
among players with at least 20 targets last season in Miami. 
That could help improve Bridgewater's deep-passing stats 
[15-of-^6 on passes thrown 20-plus yards in 201^]. 


NFL NATION GOTTA ASK 

Following your offseason knee surgeries, what's the biggest 
thing you're working on? 

OT Matt Kalil: "Just sharpening my technigue, getting my 
kick step to where it used to be. I feel that confidence 
again— it comes from being able to actually work on things 
rather than Just trying to survive a practice because you're 
dying. It's fun again to play football." 


3 MINNESOTA VIKING 


4 CHICAGO BEARS 


201^ RECORD 5-11 2015 PROJECTED WINS 6.5 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 50-1 


SCOWL AND BEAR IT 

There's no absence of strong opinions about Jay Cutler. 
"I've never seen a guy get paid that much money and see 
that many people fired around him," one head coach says. 
"It's incredible; it is never his fault." A happier view: "He 
does have issues," a talent evaluator says, "but can you 
win with him? Yes." Here's what the metrics say: Cutler 
has been an average quarterback for a long time. His 52.6 
QBR last season was almost identical to his QBR from 2006 
to 2013 (52.7). True, the Bears posted a 27-13 record with 
Cutler as their starter from 2010 to '12, but they were 
24th in QBR and first in defensive EPA over that span. 

Last season? Chicago ranked 29th in defensive EPA. The 
Bears are only now beginning to reload their personnel, 
and banking on the 32-year-old Cutler to break from old 
patterns doesn't offer a high probability of success. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

DT Eddie Goldman The Bears are soft in the middle of their run defense, ranking 31st in stuff rate in 
201^. The 6-foot-^, 336-pound Goldman, the 39th pick in this year's draft out of Florida State, is 
already an effective run stopper and will be a featured nose tackle in coach John Fox's 3-^ defense. 


NFL NATION GOTTA ASK 

Why should fans trust that Jay Cutler can turn it around after last season? 

RB Matt Forte: "Because [new Bears 0-coordinator] Adam Case is a great coach for Jay. Love 
Adam Case. First impression is he's got a lot of energy. Lie's going to be good not only for this offense 
but being able to coach Jay to keep his head stable during a game when stuff happens." 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 



^ Percent chance of making playoffs 10.9 


> BUY LOW 

RB Ka'Deem Carey Regardless of what you think 
of Cutler, the Chicago offense scores points [83 
offensive touchdowns over the past two seasons]. 
Should something happen to Forte [position-high 
1,809 snaps since 2013], Carey, a 201^ fourth- 
round pick, will step into a prominent role. 



12^ ESPN 08.31.2015 
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There’s even more 
to love about Subaru. 






When we win, you win. Kelley Blue Book named Subaru the Most Trusted Brand, 
Lowest Cost to Own, and Best Resale Value for 2015.* All that blue can really help you 
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BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

CB Brandon Browner The 6-foot-^ 221-pounder brings his physical style to a pass defense that ranked 
27th in DVOA in 201^. He also brings two Super Bowl rings [one with New England, one with Seattle]. 


NFC SOUTH 


1 NEW ORLEANS SAINTS 


201^ RECORD 7-9 2015 PROJECTED WINS 8.9 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 30-1 


SAINT WHAT HE USED TO BE 

Drew Brees was fifth in QBR last season at 73.3« a figure 
higher than his composite 69.6 score from 2006 through 
2013. So all's well, right? Not exactly. Consensus around 
the league is that Brees has slipped. "He doesn't throw as 
well/' one offensive coordinator says. "His lower body is not 
as good. He's been nicked up a little bit." One number to 
watch is interceptions: Brees had 17 last year« third most in 
the league, thanks in part to the pressure put on him by a D 
that ranked 32nd in EPA. With the loss of TE Jimmy Graham, 
the defense can't afford to slip further (draft picks 31 and 
went to linebackers), and the running game has to 
improve (pressure's on, Mark Ingram and C.J. Spiller). 
Nowhere to go but up for New Orleans. 


NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

The Saints are known for their passing offense. Can you learn to lean on the run game? 

RB Mark Ingram: "We're always gonna throw the ball, man, especially with Drew back there. He's 
amazing. But since I've been here, the times we've been the best and been the most explosive 
are when we have balance. So I think that's the key." 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 



Games q 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 
^ Percent chance of making playoffs 54.0 



» BUY LOW 


WR Nick Toon With Jimmy Graham and Kenny Stills 
out of the mix, 201 targets are up for grabs. Injury 
woes aside. Toon is the current favorite for the 
highly coveted No. 3 gig, so expect a significant 
uptick in snaps. And at 6-^, he'll be extremely 
busy near the goal line. 


2 CAROUIU PiUnHERS 


2014 RECORD 7-8-1 2015 PROJECTED WINS 8.5 VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 30-1 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 


25% 




OUT OF POCKET 

Cam Newton has been compared to 
Ben Roethlisberger, except without 
Big Ben's poise in the pocket. "I don't 
think he can process the passing game 
fast enough to throw it to win every 
week," an offensive coach says. The one 
winning record Carolina posted with 
Newton— 12-4 in 2013— coincided with 
its defense ranking third in EPA. Every 
other year with Newton, the D ranked 
between 19th and 31st. Carolina won 
six or seven games in each of those 
seasons. The Panthers need to improve 
their offensive supporting cast to shield 
Newton from some of the pounding he 
has taken. Newton has the physical 
ability to carry a team, but until he plays 
to that level consistently, it's tough to 
bet on his carrying the Panthers to a 
championship. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

WR Devin Funchess Newton overthrew a 
league-high 17 percent of his passes in 2014. 
Having another big target in the 6-foot-4 
Michigan product will help; Newton's No. 2 WRs 
have averaged 624 yards per season since 2011. 


MLB Luke 
Kuechly 


PERCENT 
CHANCE 
OF MAKING 
PLAYOFFS 


NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

The □ was unstoppable the last four games of 
2014. How can you apply that to this year? 

DE Kony Ealy: "We were a true run-stop team 
[on first and second down]. It was our sense 
of urgency, getting separation, playing with 
passion. That's how you get to third down." 


»BUY LOW 


RB Cameron Artis-Payne There's little 
reason to believe oft-injured Jonathan 
Stewart, now 28, will hold up for 16 
games. If he falters, Artis-Payne would 
be a low-cost, high-reward play. 


126 ESPN 08.31.2015 
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4 TAMPA BAY 


3 ATLANTA 



201^ RECORD 6-10 2015 PROJECTED WINS 8.1 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 30-1 


GRYIN’ FOR RYAN 

Matt Ryan trails only Peyton Manning^ Aaron 
Rodgers, Drew Brees and Tom Brady in QBR 
since entering the league in 2008. While a case 
can be made that Ryan has not played well 
enough in big spots, the truth is that his 
organization has failed him: Atlanta ranks fifth 
in QBR and 28th in defensive EPA during the 
Ryan era. The offensive line has fallen apart. The 
running game is 28th in yards per carry over 
the past three seasons. Ryan, one ex-GM says, 
"does not have a chance. Defensively, they can't 
get a pass rush going. They're giving up points, 
they're one-dimensional and people tee off." 

The numbers say Ryan is good enough to make 
the Falcons a championship contender if he gets 
the right support. Until that happens, Atlanta 
will be a bit like the Saints, another team that has 
wasted an upper-level quarterback performance. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

OLB Vic Beasley The past two years, the Falcons 
ranked 32nd and 30th in adjusted sack rate. 
Beasley's projection of 33.7 sacks in his first 
five years makes the Clemson product one of 
the 10 best pass-rusher prospects since 1997. 


NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

Will new OC Kyle Shanahan look to run more? 
WR Roddy White: "Our most productive games 
since I've been a Falcon have been when we've 
run the ball. I've never had a problem with 
us running because it shortens the game and 
alleviates pressure on the guarterback." 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 


BUCCANEERS 


201^ RECORD 2-iq 

2015 PROJECTED WINS 5.8 

VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 100-1 


FEELING THE HEAT 

All the talk about Jameis Winston being 
the most pro-ready quarterback in the 
draft needs to come true for the Bucs to 
become relevant again. There's young 
talent at receiver (Mike Evans) and at 
tight end (Austin Seferian-Jenkins), but 
doubts surround the 0-line. Is RB Doug 
Martin capable of taking pressure off a 
quarterback? FTe's still around, but Tampa 
Bay declined to pick up his fifth-year 
option after two injury-affected seasons. 
And can the team upgrade a defense that 
ranked 26th in EPA last season? There's 
some thought that Tampa Bay will improve 
significantly on that side of the ball as 
head coach Lovie Smith gets a second 
chance to make things right, but the Bucs 
might need more than one rebuilding year. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

QB Jameis Winston The No. 1 pick from Florida 
State looks to improve a passing game for a 
franchise that has had only one ^,000-yard 
passing season in its history [Josh Freeman in 
2012] and that finished dead last in offensive 
□VOA last year with Josh McCown under center. 



QB Matt 
Ryan 
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LOW 

TE Jacob Tamme In games since 2010 when he's 
run at least 70 percent of his team's routes, 
Tamme has averaged 7.2 fantasy ppg. If he proves 
to be a key cog in Atlanta's passing attack, he'll 
provide good production at a cheap price. 


NFL NATION ‘GOTTA ASK 

Where do you and Vincent Jackson rank as a 
receiving duo? 

WR Mike Evans: "As far as ability goes, I think 
we're the best. We can go up and get Jump 
balls; we can do things that the guicker, smaller 
guys can't. And I think we can get even better." 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 
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^ BUY LOW 

WR Vincent Jackson In 201^, Jackson finished 
ninth among WRs with 138 targets but scored 
only twice, thanks mainly to ugly QB play. With 
Winston under center, he's primed for a TO boost. 


128 ESPN 08.31.2015 
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NFC WEST 


ISEATTIE 

SEAHAWKS 


201^ RECORD 12 -^ 2015 PROJECTED WINS 10.7 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 5-1 


2 ARIZONA 

CARDINALS 


201^ RECORD 11-5 2015 PROJECTED WINS 8.1 VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 30-1 


LOST IN THE OESERT 


FEEOINO THE OEAST 

Back in 2011, the year before Russell Wilson arrived^ the 
Seahawks ranked fifth in defensive EPA and had the NFL's 
seventh-leading rusher in Marshawn Lynch. And they 
still finished only 7-9. Why? Quarterback play. They 
ranked 25th in Total QBR. Then came Wilson, who is sixth 
in QBR over the past three seasons. True, the Seahawks 
don't ask Wilson to carry them with his arm (he ranks 
last in pass attempts per start over the past three 
seasons). But when he does air it out, he makes big plays. 
Seattle had S^ passes of 20-plus yards last season; add 
the 83 rushes of 10-plus yards and the Seahawks rang 
up more explosive plays than any other team. Some 
coaches and talent evaluators question whether the 
newly minted $87 million man can carry the team, but as 
long as Lynch can kick it into Beast Mode and the D stays 
stout, Seattle remains a Super Bowl favorite. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 


Arizona has a 13-2 record in Carson 
Palmer's past 15 starts, and his 67.6 QBR 
in those games ranks eighth in the league. 
But Palmer is coming off ACL surgery at 
age 35. On the upside, as one personnel 
director puts it, "He plays well as a 
stationary dropback QB." On the 
downside, he could be really, really 
stationary. To help, Arizona made moves 
to upgrade its running game (Pro Bowl 
LG Mike lupati) after Andre Ellington & Co. 
ranked 32nd in yards per carry last 
season. That should help take pressure 
off Palmer. Can the defense do the same 
without former coordinator Todd Bowles? 
Even with him, the Cards allowed four 
opponents to reach 500 yards last 
season. Getting LB Daryl Washington 
back (substance-abuse suspension) 
would help, but there are enough question 
marks on both sides of the ball to make 
another 11-win season unlikely. 


TE Jimmy Graham OK, Seattle, you want to throw the ball at 
the 1-yard line again? A forgivable strategy if Graham is the 
target. The former Saint caught eight touchdowns on 10 
targets from the 1-yard line from Drew Brees. 
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NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 

Seattle's secondary was pretty banged up. Do you expect the 
Legion of Boom to live up to its reputation this year? 

CB Richard Sherman: "Yes. Kam Chancellor [torn MCL] is a 
machine. I'm waiting for somebody to cut him open and study 
him. And Earl Thomas [shoulder surgery] is chomping at the bit." 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

TE Jermaine Gresham Arizona has not had 

a tight end catch 50 passes in a season 
since 2003. Gresham, on the other hand, 
has averaged 56 catches per season in his 
career, and he's reuniting with Palmer, 
who was his rookie-year QB in Cincy. 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 
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NFL NATION » GOTTA ASK 



» BUY LOW 


WR Tyler Lockett At Kansas State last season, Lockett 
averaged 3.6^ yards per route run, which trailed only Amari 
Cooper among drafted WRs. Even in Seattle's run-heavy 
offense— and crowded wide receiver room— Lockett is a strong 
candidate for a second-half emergence. 


The defense gave up a lot of yards last season 
but allowed the fifth fewest points per game. 
Is that a sustainable way to win? 

STyrann Mathieu: "Obviously, we missed a 
lot of tackles last year. But we take pride in 
keeping guys out of the end zone. We've 
created an identity of being an aggressive 
defense, playing a lot of man-to-man 
coverage. I don't see that changing much." 




WR Larry Fitzgerald Michael 
Floyd and John Brown are sexier 
position picks, but this vet still 
has the best hands in football. 
Fitzgerald has caught 98 percent 
of 151 on-target throws over the 
past two seasons— best in the 
NFL among players with at least 
150 targets during that span. 


130 ESPN 08.31.2015 
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3 ST. LOUIS RAMS 


201^ RECORD 6-10 2015 PROJECTED WINS 7.3 
VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL ^0-1 


ON THE LINE 

Nick Foies has shown he can produce at a high level when 
supported by a topflight offensive Vine, ample weapons 
and a cutting-edge scheme. He had those things in Philly 
for a while« but he struggled when the parts around him 
diminished. Unfortunately for Foies, the Rams' line is 
young— they've added six rookie linemen this season, 
and a few might start— and their weapons are unproven 
(there are no LeSean McCoys or DeSean Jacksons here, 
and first-round RB Todd Gurley needs to get healthy). 
Fortunately for Foies, St. Louis should have one of the 
best defenses in the league; it returns a dominant 
defensive front featuring Chris Long, Robert Quinn and 
Aaron Donald. That gives hope that Foies will get support, 
but the QB could use a few surer bets on offense. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

DT Nick Fairley The 13th pick in 2011, Fairley gives the Rams' front seven eight top-^O draft picks— only 
the fourth time that's happened since 1992. The ex-Lion had 17 hurries in his last full year [2013], which 
could make him a nightmare playing between Aaron Donald [2072 hurries] and Robert Quinn [1872 hurries]. 


NFL NATION^ GOTTA ASK 

What's a reasonable timeline for your return? 

RBTodd Gurley: "I don't know. I'm coming up on seven months [since tearing my ACL]. I'm starting 
to get around the guys, know the guys more and be able to say a little more stuff. I'm just really 
trying to get reps in." 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 



Games 3 ^ 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

> Percent chance of making playoffs 19.6 



^ BUY LOW 


TE Jared Cook You never would've guessed it, 
but over the past four seasons, only eight tight 
ends have scored more fantasy points than 
Cook. There's nothing overly exciting about the 
28-year-old, but he should provide borderline 
TEl production for cheap most weeks. 


4 SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS 


201^ RECORD 8-8 2015 PROJECTED WINS 6.6 VEGAS ODDS TO WIN SUPER BOWL 60-1 


CHANCES OF WINNING... 



WEST COAST REDUILO 

The 4|9ers know they can contend with Colin 
Kaepernick at quarterback— I'f they have a strong 
ground game and a top-five defense. His 
completion rate actually improved from 2013, 
but his interception rate climbed and he took 
52 sacks, more than any QB except Blake Bortles 
(55). "[Jim] Harbaugh allowed him to get 
exposed a little by trying to have him win, to be 
the centerpiece of the offense instead of what he 
does naturally— running," one personnel director 
laments. Now with Harbaugh and 0-coordinator 
Greg Roman gone, he's got to rely on new head 
coach Jim Tomsula and a less proven staff. 

They'll recommit to the ground game— with 
RB Carlos Hyde taking over for the departed Frank 
Gore— and hope the young defensive talent (Arik 
Armstead, Eli Harold, Corey Lemonier) plays well 
enough to overcome the departures of Justin 
Smith, Patrick Willis, Aldon Smith and Chris 
Borland. But that might not be enough support for 
Kaepernick. We know the final game of the season 
will be at Levi's Stadium. It's looking less and less 
likely that the Niners will be playing in it. 


BIG OFFSEASON MOVE 

WR Torrey Smith Kaepernick averaged the sixth- 
most air yards per pass [9.7] in 201^. Good news: 
The former Raven led all wideouts last year with 
11 drawn pass interference flags, worth 229 yards. 




NFL NATION^ GOTTA ASK 

How does losing guys like Patrick Willis and 
Justin Smith affect the scheme this season? 

LB NaVorro Bowman: "You know, it's a new 
scheme, new coach. They were very experi- 
enced players; you can't replace that. But it's 
an opening for these young guys. I'm not saying 
they can't do it, but I think they understand the 
shoes that they have to fill." 





LTE Vernon Davis One of the biggest 
mysteries of 201^ was Davis' near- 
complete lack of usage near the goal line 
[inexplicably targeted only twice in the 
end zone). Too good to be ignored, Davis 
is an intriguing bounce-back candidate. 


132 ESPN 08.31.2015 
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THE TRUTH 




BY 

HOWARD 

BRYANT 



A World Apart Brandon Boykin's suggestion that 
Chip Kelly struggles to relate to black players wasn't 

outrageous— It was unremarkable. 



aced with a challenge far more grave than winning the NFC East, 
George Washington was named commander-in-ehief of the 
Continental Army in June 1775. Before embarking on campaigns 
against the British, his first battle came in taking command of troops he hated. 
Washington reviled Massaehusetts soldiers. According to Edward G. Lengel’s General 
George Washington: A Military Life, Washington “regarded the eommon soldiers of that 
colony as ‘an exceeding dirty & nasty people.’” In 1776, author David MeCullough likewise 
writes that Washington found New Englanders “to be men of a deeidedly different sort 
than he had expected, and he was not at all pleased.” 

Relianee on a workforee has never required respecting or understanding it. Steelers 
corner Brandon Boykin seemed to understand this about his former eoach in Philadelphia, 
Chip Kelly. Boykin’s belief that Kelly had diffieulty relating to blaek players was met with 
the kind of disingenuous, passive-aggressive shock that explains why the topic of race often 
feels so intractable in this eountry. The public and the media machine largely dismissed 
Boykin’s comments as preposterous, a predietable reflex whenever a blaek athlete suggests 
the white mainstream fails to understand the blaek experienee. Boykin then elarified his 
remarks, even though the Eagles provided all the necessary elarity in 2014 when they gave 
Riley Cooper a five-year, $25 million eontract seven months after the reeeiver’s use of a 
racist slur. Boykin, the thinking went, eould not possibly be correet because, as a coach, 
Kelly leads dozens of highly paid blaek men, which is nearly as absurd as saying the 
manager of a nightclub cannot be sexist beeause the dancers he hires are women. 

The NFL’s “next man up” culture treats its players as disposable, even as guaranteed 
money inereases. So it would be unsurprising if Chip Kelly were a raeist, or if he were 
simply uneomfortable with young black men. It would be equally unsurprising if neither 
of these things were true, but the anxious instinet to suggest Boykin was speaking 
irresponsibly ignores the faet that the tension he described between him and his white 
boss was unremarkable. There aren’t any employees in this eountry— even among the 
white males who represent the default position of American leadership— who haven’t 
had at least one boss who didn’t “get” them. 

An “Is Kelly a racist or isn’t he?” narrative is just the lazy masquerading as the 


profound, especially when Boykin never aetually called Kelly 
a racist. Besides, the question obseures a larger reality: The NFL 
already has a problem with black people, the ones who don’t stay 
in their lane, the ones who talk. The problem is true of football, 
just as it is with major league baseball and dozens of other 
industries aeross America, including the media. Every black 
person in Ameriea knows he must learn to navigate the white 
world to advance— but that world needn’t know very much or 
anything about him. It’s the price of being a minority. Life isn’t 
fair. It is why the NFL has a Rooney Rule, beeause people in 
positions of power hire their friends, the people they know, and 
once blacks stop scoring touchdowns and intercepting passes, 
they rarely beeome part of the elub. It is why the four most 
important teams in the history of baseball— the Yankees, Red Sox, 
Cardinals and, yes, the Dodgers of Jackie Robinson lore— have 
never hired a blaek manager. It is why the NFL hired its first 
black head eoach of the modern era 23 years after the NBA and 
14 years after MLB and, in the 26 years since hiring Art Shell 
in 1989, has barely hired a dozen black head coaches. If these 
dynamies were not at work, neither the NFL nor MLB would have 
to force teams to interview minorities whenever a job eomes open. 

What eoaches don’t have a problem with is Boykin’s talent. 
There are 32 NFL teams and almost zero white starting running 
baeks or eornerbacks. Washington disliked his workforce, but he 
needed it to win the war. Same goes for the NFL. Kelly might 
have an issue, he might not, but the routine reflex to dismiss 
the obvious historical reality that people from different raeial, 
cultural and class backgrounds might struggle to understand 
one another in the workplaee is a mueh bigger problem than 
Chip Kelly ever eould be. 
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CRACK IT OPEN 
>.AND UNCORK YOUR NIGHT 







